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,1 eventh-day Adventism is one of the most 
U successful alternatives to the American 
way of life. Based on the writings of Ellen 
White (1827—1915), whose visions were 
accepted as revelations of God’s will, this 
religious sect observes the seventh-day 
sabbath, proclaims the imminent end of the 
world, and practices health reform. It now 
has more than five million members world¬ 
wide and is one of the fastest growing 
Protestant groups. 

This is the first book to reveal the variety 
and significance of the Adventist experience. 

It analyzes Adventism’s theological heritage, 
development, and social institutions. Unlike 
the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Adventists have never gained notoriety 
through open opposition to the state, nor are 
they part of the Protestant mainstream that 
sustains the national religious identity. 

In spite of its being one of the most impor¬ 
tant religious movements native to the United 
States, Seventh-day Adventism has been 
widely misunderstood. Its organizational 
and financial structure, evangelistic success, 
attitude toward health, dealings with the state, 
and the character of its art all reveal its ambig¬ 
uous position in American society and its de¬ 
viant response to the American Dream. As 
America offered sanctuary to generations of 
immigrants from Europe, so Adventism sought 
to provide sanctuary from America. By pre¬ 
senting itself as an alternative to the Republic, 
the church rapidly came to operate as an alter¬ 
native to America in the social sphere as well, 
as Adventists replicated the institutions and 
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functions of American society. In all these as- 
pects, Adventism seems ambiguous. Bull and 
Lockhart argue that the very ambiguity of Ad¬ 
ventism’s relationship to America is the source 
of its identity and success. 

In the light of this, the authors examine 
both the history and role of Adventism in the 
United States and the images portrayed of its 
members in the media from the 1840s to the 
present. Seventh-day Adventists invented 
many of the health foods and breakfast cereals 
popular throughout the world today, including 
peanut butter and cornflakes. They played a 
key role in the development of sexual ethics in 
America and were largely responsible for defin¬ 
ing American creationism. In recent years 
Adventism gained international attention as 
a result of two incidents—the dingo baby 
trial in Australia in which Adventist Lindy 
Chamberlain was accused of murdering her 
daughter, and the Baby Fae operation in which 
surgeons in an Adventist hospital transplanted 
a baboon’s heart into the body of a baby girl. 
Malcolm Bull is a junior research fellow at 
Wolfson College, Oxford. Keith Lockhart 
is a journalist who writes for the London 
Independent and the London Guardian. 
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Illustration: Seventh-day Adventists waiting for the end of the 
world, 1873; The Bettman Archive. 
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“Is Seventh-day Adventism primarily a religious 
movement or a medical reform? Does this 
group, founded ly a woman, grant special 
leadership roles today to women? Where 
do Adventists stand on creationism? What 
is their record on race? These and many other 
intriguing questions find answers in this 
searching, provocative book.” 

—EDWIN S. GAUSTAD, professor of history, 
University of California, Riverside, and 
author of Faith of Our Fathers 

“Provides an exhaustive study of both the 
history and contemporary form of Seventh- 
day Adventism. Yet it is something more: a 
provocative interpretation of how a religious 
group has maintained a sense of distinctiveness 
over time.” 

—R. LAURENCE MOORE, professor of history, 
Cornell University, and author of Religious 
Outsiders and the Making of Americans 

“A vigorous sociological interpretation of a 
poweiHl worldwide organization. .. important 
not only for what it tells us about its intrinsic 
subject matter, the Seventh-day Adventist 
movement, but for all it reveals about the social 
context... .This is a work of powerful insight, 
intellectual penetration, and complete 
integrity.” 

—BRYAN R. WILSON, reader in sociology, 
University of Oxford, and author of Religion 
in Sociological Perspective and Religious Sects 
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Preface 


Seventh-day Adventism is one of the most subtly differentiated, sys¬ 
tematically developed and institutionally successful of all alternatives to 
the American way of life. A nineteenth-century religious sect that ob¬ 
serves the seventh-day Sabbath, proclaims the imminent end of the 
world, and practices health reform, Seventh-day Adventism now has 
more than 5 million members worldwide and is one of the fastest grow¬ 
ing Protestant groups. 

Despite being one of the most important religious movements native 
to the United States, Seventh-day Adventism has been unjustly ignored. 
Unlike the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Adventists have 
never gained notoriety through open opposition to the state. But nei¬ 
ther do they form part of the Protestant mainstream that sustains the 
national religious identity. In this, as in other respects, Adventism 
seems ambiguous. This book argues that the ambiguity of Adventism’s 
relationship to America is the source of its identity and success. 

If the American dream can be defined, it would include the follow¬ 
ing elements: (1) the belief that the American revolution created a state 
uniquely blessed by God in which human beings have unprecedented 
opportunities for self-realization and material gain; (2) the conviction 
that the American nation, through both example and leadership, offers 
hope for the rest of the world; and (3) the assumption that it is through 
individual, rather than collective, effort that the progress of humanity 
will be achieved. 

In their formative years, the Seventh-day Adventists rejected the es¬ 
sentials of the American myth. They did not accept that the republican 
experiment would lead to the betterment of humanity or that it would 
be a lasting success. They consigned America to eventual destruction, 
and in place of the nation, they daringly substituted themselves as the 
true vehicle for the redemption of the world. America had offered 
sanctuary to generations of immigrants from Europe; Adventism 
sought to provide a sanctuary from America. By presenting itself as an 
alternative to the Republic in this way, the church rapidly came to op- 
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erate as an alternative to America in the social sphere as well, as Ad¬ 
ventists replicated the institutions and functions of American society. 

This book examines the Adventist experience in the light of the 
church’s response to the American nation. As such, it has two aims: (1) 
to give an accurate, up-to-date account of all aspects of Adventist belief 
and practice and (2) to provide, for the first time, a framework within 
which the complexities of the Adventist tradition can be understood. 
After an introductory review of the images of Adventism disseminated 
by the media, the argument is developed in three stages. In part one, 
the main developments in Adventist theology are chronicled in an ef¬ 
fort to define the ideological boundaries between the church and ihe 
world. Part two deals more directly with Adventism and America and 
argues that many aspects of the church—its organizational and finan¬ 
cial structure, its vast institutionalization, its evangelistic success, its at¬ 
titude toward health, its dealings with the state, and the character of 
its art—reveal its ambiguous position in American society. In part 
three, the various groups that comprise the church are examined in 
more detail, while the concluding chapter relates the diversity within 
Adventism to the church’s deviant response to the American dream. 

The book draws on a great variety of published and unpublished 
sources. Research commenced in 1984 and was conducted mainly in 
the libraries and archives of the denomination’s colleges and univer¬ 
sities in America and Britain. The summer of 1985 was spent inter¬ 
viewing dozens of Adventist leaders, hospital administrators, laymen, 
and representatives of the church’s various institutions and groups. In 
addition, the authors both have many years of participant observation 
on which to draw. One of the authors, although not himself an Ad¬ 
ventist and never a baptized member of the church, was born into an 
Adventist family. The other was also brought up as an Adventist and 
was educated in Adventist institutions in Britain and America. In an 
attempt to do justice to the full range of the Adventist experience we 
have adopted an interdisciplinary approach. We hope the book will be 
useful both to the academic specialist and to the general reader. 

As a social and historical phenomenon, Adventism is of unusual, but 
largely unrecognized, importance. The object of the book is to draw 
attention to that phenomenon. 


Malcolm Bull 
Keith Lockhart 


March 1989 
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CHAPTER 1 


Introduction: Public Images 


In a Gallup poll conducted in the United States in 1986, 30 percent 
of those questioned said that they had not heard of Seventh-day Ad¬ 
ventism. Of those who had, four-fifths were able to provide further 
information. 1 Most were aware that Seventh-day Adventists were reli¬ 
gious, and many knew that Saturday was observed as the Sabbath. Four 
percent confused Adventists with Mormons, and 1 percent mistook 
them for Jehovah’s Witnesses. When asked what they liked best about 
Seventh-day Adventists, half did not reply, and one-fifth said “nothing 
in particular.” When asked what they liked least, the response was iden¬ 
tical. Apart from the Saturday Sabbath, popular awareness of the 
church’s beliefs and practices was vague. Although perceived as an ex¬ 
tremely rigorous group with peculiar eating habits, the details of par¬ 
ticular taboos were hazy. Some presumed Adventists to be opposed to 
conventional medicine, while others commented favorably on Adventist 
hospitals. Historical facts were also conspicuous by their absence, and 
in a similar survey conducted in 1970, it was Mormon rather than Ad¬ 
ventist history that came to mind. 2 

This is not the profile of a religious group that has captured the 
popular imagination. After almost one and a half centuries of rapid 
growth, Adventism is still largely unknown, and the public appears in¬ 
different to its existence. Further exposure to Adventism appears un¬ 
likely to excite enthusiasm. A 1977 Gallup poll revealed that of those 
who held an opinion, 27 percent disliked Seventh-day Adventists, a 
negative rating significantly higher than those of mainstream Protes¬ 
tant groups (4 to 8 percent) and marginally greater than that given to 
the Mormons. 3 Increased familiarity with Adventists does not neces¬ 
sarily engender more positive feelings. A small-scale study of public 
attitudes toward Adventists compared a town with only thirty-five Ad¬ 
ventist church members to a town with an Adventist institution. 4 The 
study revealed that the large Adventist presence was associated with a 
markedly higher level of public hostility. In sum, the public is ignorant 
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of Adventism but inclined to view the church negatively relative to 
other Christian groups. 

This is hardly surprising. Adventism is a small sect with firm moral 
and religious standards, and the public seems to view churches more 
negatively the more rigorous they are. In this respect, Adventism ap¬ 
pears to be only partially distinguishable from several other groups at 
the margins of American religion. Public perceptions are derived not 
only from direct contact with Adventists who are friends, relatives, or 
engaged in evangelism but also indirectly from non-Adveniist accounts 
of Adventism given by the media and other churches. In many ways, 
the latter sources seem more likely to shape public opinion, for they 
provide a context within which Adventism can be related to the rest 
of society. As most people’s direct experience is too limited to provide 
an alternative, this is probably the framework that informs the popular 
understanding of Adventist practices. 

The picture of Adventism disseminated by the media draws on a long 
tradition rooted in the newspaper coverage of the Millerites in the 
1830s and 1840s. William Miller was a farmer from Low Hampton in 
upstate New York. He fought in the War of 1812 but lost his faith in 
patriotism and endured a profound spiritual crisis. He was converted 
from deism to Christianity in 1816 and joined the Baptist church. De¬ 
voting himself to Bible study, he gradually became convinced that the 
prophecies of Daniel would reach their final fulfillment in the Second 
Advent of Christ around 1843. Commencing in 1831, he preached 
throughout New England, slowly building up a widespread network of 
lecturers and followers who also proclaimed his message. In this he was 
assisted by Joshua Himes, minister of the Chardon Street Chapel in 
Boston and a man with a unique talent for religious propaganda. As 
the date drew near, the Millerites rallied support at a series of camp 
meetings. 5 

Although Miller himself was an unassuming man, the alarming na¬ 
ture of his message and the numerous publications sponsored by Himes 
naturally attracted popular attention. Reactions varied. Derision came 
easily, but there was also a sense of unease, for the idea that the history 
of the world was approaching its final culmination was popular. Most, 
however, expected this ending to involve the progressive perfection of 
the existing world rather than its annihilation. The Millerites warned 
of destruction at the very time that most Americans anticipated 
progress. It was an unsettling combination. 6 The poet John Greenleaf 
Whittier commented on the incongruity after a visit to a Millerite camp 
meeting: 

How was it possible in the midst of so much life, in that sunrise light, and in 
view of all abounding beauty, that the idea of the death of Nature—the baptism 
of the world in fire—could take such a practical shape as this? Yet here were 
sober, intelligent men, gentle and pious women, who, verily believing the end 
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to be close at hand, had left their counting-rooms, and work-shops, and house¬ 
hold cares to publish the great tidings, and to startle, if possible, a careless and 
unbelieving generation into preparation for the day of the Lord and for that 
blessed millennium—the restored paradise—when, renovated and renewed by 
its fire-purgation, the earth shall become as of old the garden of the Lord, 
and the saints alone shall inherit it.’ 

Whittier realized that Miller’s message was not a novelty but just the 
most recent manifestation of the long Millenarian tradition. But he 
remained skeptical: “The effect of this belief in the speedy destruction 
of the world and the personal coming of the Messiah, acting upon a 
class of uncultivated, and, in some cases, gross minds, is,” he observed, 
"not always in keeping with the enlightened Christian’s ideal of the 
better day.” 8 

Miller had argued that the world would end sometime between 
March 21, 1843, and March 21, 1844. It did not. But Miller believed 
his calculations to be substantially accurate, and the enthusiasm of his 
followers could not be quenched. On August 12, 1844, a Millerite min¬ 
ister, Samuel Snow, interrupted a camp meeting to announce that he 
had discovered the true date of the Second Advent—October 22 of 
that year. The new date was quickly adopted, and preparations for it 
were undertaken with renewed zeal. 9 Millerism was now seen to ex¬ 
emplify a second type of incongruity. Earlier reports had concentrated 
on the peculiarity of a movement that prophesied catastrophe in an 
everimproving world; during 1843 anc ' >844, the focus changed. The 
essential characteristic of the Millerites was perceived to be their absurd 
attempt to prepare for heaven in the trivializing surroundings of this 
world. 10 

Reports dwelt on the Millerites’ supposedly careless indifference to 
worldly goods. It was, for example, widely rumored that Abraham 
Riker, a well-known shoe dealer of Division Street, New York, was scat¬ 
tering his goods in the street and that crowds gathered nightly at his 
door until his son had him committed to an asylum. Riker was later 
said to have committed suicide." The newspapers published many sim¬ 
ilar tales, some even more bizarre. The case of Mr. Shortridge was an 
early example of the genre. “In Pelham, New Hampshire, Mr. Shor¬ 
tridge formally enrobed himself in a long white dress, and climbed into 
a tree, to be prepared to ascend, believing that the Second Advent was 
to take place on that day—in attempting to rise he fell to the ground 
and broke his neck.” 12 

1 he Shortridge story included an element of particular significance 
to the popular perception of Millerism: the ascension robe. From early 
in 1843, the press reported that Millerites had taken to wearing pe¬ 
culiar garments in readiness for their ascent to heaven. The New York 
correspondent of the National Intelligencer stated that “several believers 
in Miller’s theory were nearly frozen to death last Wednesday, on the 
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heights of Hoboken, sitting in the snow in their ascension robes.” 13 The 
description given of these robes varied. The Gazette of Springfield, 
Massachusetts, commented that “these ascension robes have created a 
great demand for drab Mackintosh cloth, and other draperies suitable 
for the liveries of the saints.” H Another paper implied that the robes 
were of more expensive material, noting that Millerites in one town 
had ordered “$5,000 worth of silk.” 15 A further alternative was sug¬ 
gested by a Bowery dry-goods store that had a sign in its window read¬ 
ing, “Muslin for Ascension Robes.” 16 

All of these traditions about the Millerites were brought together in 
the reports of Millerite activities in Philadelphia on October 22, 1844. 17 
It was said that several hundred Millerites had left the city on the morn¬ 
ing of October 21 to set up camp outside in anticipation of the end of 
the world. As they left, one of them threw away money in the streets. 
Once at the campground, the Millerites were ill prepared for the ele¬ 
ments. On October 24, one newspaper reported that “four of the con¬ 
verts to the Miller humbug who went to the encampment near Darby 
are dead from the effects of over-excitements and exposure. We un¬ 
derstand that one of the female believers gave birth to a child in one 
of the tents.” 16 The Pennsylvania Inquirer quickly conflated the two sto¬ 
ries, reporting that “two little children were found in the encampment, 
perfectly cold, stiff and dead.” 19 As if this were not bad enough, two 
days later the United States Saturday Post noted that the leaders of the 
expedition had absconded with large sums of money. 20 Forty years 
later, historians added the detail that the unfortunate Millerites had all 
been “clad in thin white ‘ascension robes.’ ” 21 

There is no firm evidence for this or any of the other embellishments 
to the story. As F. D. Nichol demonstrated in The Midnight Cry, his 
defense of the Millerites published a century after the Great Disap¬ 
pointment of October 22, 1844, the rumors of the time were mostly 
unfounded. Mr. Shortridge, the man reported to have broken his neck 
after climbing a tree in an ascension robe, had written to the news¬ 
papers complaining about reports of his death. 22 Abraham Riker, the 
shoe dealer, had been able to discount reports of his suicide when the 
coroner called at his house to hold an inquest. 23 

Despite their slender basis in fact, the tales of Millerite madness did 
not disappear. On the contrary, they were perpetuated. There had 
been about 50,000 active Millerites, and their beliefs were well known 
and widely reported. Numerous writers reflected on the significance 
of the movement. 24 In 1843 Nathaniel Hawthorne had written a ro¬ 
mance entitled The New Adam and Eve, based on the supposition that 
Miller’s prophecies had come true. 25 Ralph Waldo Emerson had con¬ 
tacts with Millerites that he noted in his journals, 26 and the transcen- 
dentalists Theodore Parker, Bronson Alcott, George Ripley, and Chris¬ 
topher Cranch all visited a Millerite meeting. 27 Later writers continued 
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to explore Millerite themes. In Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Kavan- 
agh, published in 1849, there is a fictional account of a Millerite camp 
meeting that emphasizes the pessimistic aspect of the movement and 
culminates in the suicide of an orphan who drowns herself in a river 
in the belief that she is damned. 28 

The most important literary account of Millerism is Edward Eggles¬ 
ton’s realist novel The End of the World . 29 Set in Indiana in 1842-44, 
the book recounts the adventures of two young lovers, Julia Anderson 
and August Wehle, who are eventually united on the very day, August 
11, that the world is expected to end. The contrast between the Mil¬ 
lerite experience and the assumptions and routines of everyday life is 
made clear in order to explain the attraction of the apocalyptic mes¬ 
sage: “Now in all the region about Sugar Grove school-house there was 
a great dearth of sensation. . . . Into this still pool Elder Hankins [the 
Millerite preacher] threw the vials, the trumpets, the thunders, the 
beast with ten horns, the he goat, and all the other apocalyptic symbols 
understood in an absurdly literal way. The world was to come to an 
end in the following August. Here was an excitement worth living 
for.” 30 The author points out that this enthusiasm led to irresponsible 
behavior: “This fever of excitement kept alive Samuel Anderson’s [Ju¬ 
lia’s father] determination to sell his farms for a trifle as a testimony 
to unbelievers. He found that fifty dollars would meet his expenses 
until the eleventh of August, and so the price was set at that.” 31 But 
the Millerite message was unable to suppress natural human optimism. 
As August Wehle asks after his marriage to Julia on the fateful day: 
“Can it be possible that God, who made this world so beautiful, will 
burn it up tonight? It used to seem a hard world to me when I was 
away from you, and I didn’t care how quickly it burned up. But 
now—” 32 

It would be wrong to disregard the literary and journalistic traditions 
about Millerism. They may contain little accurate historical informa¬ 
tion, but they are invaluable sources for understanding the relationship 
between the Millerites and the rest of society. Almost all of the stories 
hinge on the idea that Millerism reversed customary patterns of be¬ 
havior. The accounts present images of a group whose logic is inverted: 
a shopkeeper who throws his goods onto the street, a man who climbs 
a tree hoping to take off like a bird, farmers who do not plant their 
crops, people who sit in the snow wearing flimsy clothing. In Edgar 
Allan Poe’s “Eureka,” the author refers to “one Miller or Mill” as the 
cleverest of logicians. 33 It is a telling juxtaposition. John Stuart Mill, 
the British philosopher and exponent of utilitarianism, sought the ame¬ 
lioration of society; William Miller predicted its destruction. As Whittier 
had noted, the essential peculiarity of Millerism was its insistence, at a 
time when many other people considered society to be approaching 
perfection, that the world would be destroyed. The reversal of estab- 
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lished beliefs seemed to position the Millerites outside contemporary 
culture, almost beyond the boundaries of civilization itself. 34 

This situation is reflected not only in the frequently repeated tales 
of the Millerites’ self-destructive behavior but also in the tradition that 
the Millerites behaved irrationally in all possible ways. Because they 
were seen to have placed themselves in opposition to conventional as¬ 
sumptions about the future, the Millerites were presumed to be mud¬ 
dled in other spheres of life. The humor of the stories about the Mil¬ 
lerites is grounded in this supposed peculiarity. There is no real 
evidence that the Millerites suffered from such confusions, but because 
they stood outside the general cultural optimism of the period, they 
were imagined to be innocent of the basic scientific and moral beliefs 
that structured life for society in general. The Millerites were probably 
normal in all respects save their Millerism; because of their Millerism, 
they were deemed abnormal in every other respect as well. 

Seventh-day Adventism emerged in the years after the Great Dis¬ 
appointment. Its earliest leaders, Joseph Bates, James White, and Ellen 
Harmon, were all former Millerites. For the first seven years, adherents 
to the movement were drawn virtually exclusively from those who had 
waited in vain on October 22, 1844; salvation was considered impossible 
for those who had not waited. Adventism thus originated not from 
within wider society but from a disintegrating tradition that was con¬ 
sidered thoroughly antisocial in its beliefs and practices. The Adventists 
did not attempt to shake off the legacy of Millerism. By reinterpreting 
the significance of October 22, 1844, they enshrined the date and Mil¬ 
ler’s movement as an important episode in salvation history. It was, 
Adventists came to believe, on that date that the judgment of saints 
and sinners began in heaven. The Second Advent, meanwhile, was ex¬ 
pected to take place at some unspecified but imminent time after the 
judgment had been completed. The other major innovation in Adven¬ 
tist thinking was the belief that God’s law required the observance of 
the Sabbath on Saturday rather than Sunday. This doctrine owed much 
of its prestige within Adventism to the authority of Ellen Harmon, from 
1846 the wife of James White, whose visions were accepted as revela¬ 
tions of God’s will. Inspired by Ellen White and organized by her hus¬ 
band, the Adventist community expanded from about one hundred in 
1849 to a membership of 3,500 at the time of the church’s formal 
incorporation in 1863. 55 

Initially, of course, the denomination was too small to attract public 
attention. But as the church grew, references to Adventists once more 
found their way into literature. 36 Their image differed from that of 
the Millerites only in the absence of a clearly defined theological con¬ 
text. Everyone had known what Millerites believed. The only thing that 
appeared to characterize Adventists was their marginality to the main¬ 
stream of society. They are presented as just one amidst a host of de- 
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viant orientations. In Elmer Gantry, a novel by the Nobel prize winner 
Sinclair Lewis, one character complains to another that “It’s fellows like 
you who break down the dike of true belief, and open a channel for 
higher criticism and sabellianism and nymphomania and agnosticism 
and heresy and Catholicism and Seventh-day Adventism and all those 
horrible German inventions!” 37 In Jerome Charyn’s novel On the 
Darkening Green, a rabbi comments that although no black Jews attend 
his synagogue, he does have “Seventh-day Adventists and Abyssinian 
Baptists up here for sermons. And occasionally a Holy Roller.” 38 The 
English novelist Lawrence Durrell places Adventists in different, but 
comparably obscure, company in Balthazar, the second volume of the 
Alexandria Quartet: “Alexandria is a city of sects . . . groups akin to the 
one concerned with the hermetic philosophy . . . Steinerites, Christian 
Scientists, Ouspenskyists, Adventists.” 39 

The black novelist Richard Wright grew up in the 1920s and 1930s. 
He lived for a time with his grandmother. His autobiography, Black 
Boy, gives a personal account of life at the margins of society: 

Granny was an ardent member of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church and I 
was compelled to make a pretence of worshipping her God, which was her 
exaction for my keep. The elders of her church expounded a gospel clogged 
with images of vast lakes of eternal fire, of seas vanishing, of valleys of dry 
bones, of the sun burning to ashes, of the moon turning to blood, of stars 
falling to earth, ... a salvation that teemed with fantastic beasts having multiple 
heads and horns and eyes and feet.'" 

Like Whittier, Wright found the Adventist vision incompatible with 
what he saw around him: “While listening to the vivid language of the 
sermons I was pulled toward emotional belief, but as soon as I went 
out of the church and saw the bright sunshine and felt the throbbing 
life of the people in the streets I knew that none of it was true and 
that nothing would happen.” 41 When he left church school to attend 
public school, Wright sensed acutely the discrepancy between the values 
of his home and those of the world outside. Forbidden to work on 
Saturdays, Wright had less money than his schoolmates: 

I could not bribe Granny with a promise of half or two-thirds of my salary; 
her answer was no and never. Her refusal wrought me up to a high pitch of 
nervousness and I cursed myself for being made to live a different and crazy 
life. . . . To protect myself against pointed questions about my home and my 
life, to avoid being invited out when I knew that I could not accept, I was 
reserved with the boys and girls at school, seeking their company but never 
letting them guess how much I was being kept out of the world in which they 
lived.'"' 

Wright’s account of his experience picks up many of the themes 
prominent in the work of Whittier, Eggleston, and other authors. Like 
the Millerites, Adventists are portrayed as adherents of a bizarre reli- 
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gious system expressed in lurid, apocalyptic symbols. Their beliefs are 
perceived to alienate them from, and to be incompatible with, a normal, 
healthy appreciation of the world. Wright emphasizes that while forced 
to live as an Adventist, he was trapped within a deviant subculture so 
alien that he could not even risk explaining his predicament to his 
friends. He presents Adventism as an enclosed world of dark delusions 
that evaporate when brought into the clear light of day. 

The sinister element implicit in this understanding of Adventism was 
brought dramatically to the surface in Australia in the 1980s. Lindy 
Chamberlain, the wife of a Seventh-day Adventist pastor, reported that 
her nine-week-old baby had been carried off by a dingo while she and 
her family were camped at Ayers Rock. Mrs. Chamberlain was later 
imprisoned for the murder of her child. The long-running legal battle 
that led to her eventual acquittal became the most famous in Australian 
history, made headlines all over the world, and was the subject of the 
1988 film “A Cry in the Dark.” The name of the child was Azaria, 
which was widely, but incorrectly, believed to mean “sacrifice in the 
wilderness.” The rumor quickly spread that the Chamberlains were fol¬ 
lowing their religious beliefs in practicing sacrificial murder. Adventists 
became the object of suspicion and derision. 43 

Evil Angels, the account of the Chamberlain case written by the Aus¬ 
tralian lawyer John Bryson, opens not at Ayers Rock but on October 
22, 1844, in Pennsylvania, with a description of the Great Disappoint¬ 
ment. 44 All the old Millerite traditions are repeated. Some characters 
are portrayed as dressed in white muslin ascension robes; there is an 
empty space reserved for the late Mr. Shortridge who fell out of the 
tree; the two dead babies lie frozen under a dray. These are the images 
that the author, himself sympathetic to Lindy Chamberlain’s defense, 
felt to be most pertinent to an appreciation of modern Adventism. 
Whether such images contribute directly to an understanding of Ad¬ 
ventism is doubtful. But it is certainly true that they inform the public 
responses to the church, illustrate the way in which Adventism is con¬ 
ceived by outsiders, and illuminate the relationship between the de¬ 
nomination and the world. Adventism is seen as a group that does not 
share the cultural assumptions that bind society together. Adventism’s 
values are presumed to be the very opposite. All “normal” people take 
particular care to preserve the lives of young children; thus Adventists, 
being by definition “abnormal,” may be supposed to be indifferent or 
hostile to the welfare of infants. 45 It is a crude logic, but it is one that 
has governed public reactions to the Adventist movement from its in¬ 
ception and is firmly embedded in the collective memory of the Mil¬ 
lerite Disappointment. 

That this picture is incomplete, even as a characterization of public 
perceptions, is evident from the Gallup polls. Few seemed to register 
the kind of hostility that is detectable in most of the literature on Ad- 
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ventists. It may be that fear of Adventist peculiarity is latent because 
of the church's low public profile. Certainly, when opposition is 
aroused, the language used tends to be extreme. In 1979, for example, 
a city council candidate in Riverside, California, who was opposed to 
the church’s local political influence, compared Adventism to the Peo¬ 
ple’s Temple cult responsible for the mass suicide in Jonestown, Guy¬ 
ana. 48 But there is another factor in the generally muted response to 
Adventism: the existence of an alternative image of the church, one 
completely at odds with the picture of apocalyptic fanaticism. 

Hints of this alternative image are evident in the responses given to 
the Gallup polls, which revealed that very few people are aware that 
Adventists are unusually concerned with the end of the world. What 
emerged clearly in the 1986 poll was the public’s strong association of 
Adventists with health. Of those who were aware of the church, 25 
percent knew of the practice of temperance, 13 percent had heard of 
Adventist health food products and the church’s medical school at 
Loma Linda, California, and 12 percent were acquainted with the Ad¬ 
ventists’ five-day plan to stop smoking. 47 Such activities are very dif¬ 
ferent from the otherworldly obsessions often thought to characterize 
Adventists. Adventist concerns are seen as this-worldly in emphasis, 
concerned not with the end of life on the planet but with its improve¬ 
ment. 

To trace the development of this alternative image of Adventism, it 
is necessary to return once again to the nineteenth century. The subject 
of health reform was widely discussed in the world in which the Mil- 
lerites lived. Throughout the 1830s, Sylvester Graham, inventor of the 
famous graham cracker, lectured on the benefits of temperance and 
vegetarianism. Although some Millerites were sympathetic to his cause, 
the more pressing question of the Second Advent remained uppermost 
in their minds. Seventh-day Adventists, however, had more time in 
which to contemplate the correct way to live on this earth. In 1863 
Ellen White had a vision that revealed that the health reform move¬ 
ment was correct in its insistence on abstinence from alcohol, tobacco, 
meat, and rich foods and in its advocacy of natural cures by fresh air 
and water. Three years later, the church put these ideas into practice 
with the opening in Michigan of the Western Health Reform Institute, 
later renamed the Battle Creek Sanitarium. In 1876 a young Adventist 
doctor, John Harvey Kellogg, was appointed medical director. From 
that time onward, the development of Adventism’s interest in health 
was largely Kellogg’s responsibility. He expanded the sanitarium and 
hospital, founded a school of nursing, and in 1895 was instrumental 
in creating the American Medical Missionary College for the education 
of Adventist physicians. During this period, he also edited the journal 
the Health Reformer (later Good Health) and wrote several voluminous 
books. In the early years of the twentieth century, Kellogg disputed 
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with other church leaders the control of medical institutions and the 
orientation of the church’s message. As a result, Kellogg retained con¬ 
trol of the sanitarium but lost his church membership. However, the 
medical emphasis in Adventism was now well established, and the 
church opened an alternative center for medical training in Lonia 
Linda. The range of medical and health services provided by the 
church continued to expand, with the result that by the 1980s Adventist 
Health Systems had become one of America’s leading suppliers of med¬ 
ical care. 88 

The growth of the Adventist interest in health has not gone unob¬ 
served. Kellogg himself was an ardent publicist. In 1876 he exhibited 
health literature at the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia; at the 
Columbian exhibition in Chicago, the sanitarium ran a cooking school; 
at the St. Louis World Fair of 1904, September 29 was officially pro¬ 
claimed Battle Creek Sanitarium Day. 80 At the end of his life, Kellogg 
estimated that his work had brought him into personal contact with a 
quarter of a million people. 50 Some were famous. The sanitarium was 
visited by state governors, tycoons such as John D. Rockefeller Jr.. Arc¬ 
tic explorer Roald Amundsen, composer Percy Grainger, U.S. Attorney 
General George Wickersham, and many others. Its 100,000th patient 
was former President William Howard Taft, and at the institution’s 
jubilee celebrations in 1916, former Secretary of State William Jennings 
Bryan delivered the major address. 51 

Kellogg was something of a celebrity. The historian Will Durant con¬ 
sidered Kellogg's book The New Dietetics to be one of the hundred best 
books ever published. Henry Finck, editor of the New York Evening 
Post, thought Kellogg worthy of a Nobel prize. 52 Kellogg’s books sold 
over a million copies, and his Plain Facts for Old and Young was perhaps 
the most significant sex manual of the late nineteenth century. 58 Phe¬ 
nomenally creative, Kellogg not only invented cornflakes and numer¬ 
ous other health food products but also patented several mechanical 
devices. In the early 1920s, he produced for the Columbia Gramo¬ 
phone Company what must have been one of the first exercise 
records. 5,1 

Although Kellogg left the denomination in 1907, he continued to 
keep the Sabbath, strongly advocated all Adventist health principles, 
and often invited church leaders to hold their meetings at Battle Creek. 
Kellogg’s religious interests were not hidden. In 1906 he was featured 
in a series on “The Spiritual Life of Great Men” by the New York Mag¬ 
azine of Mysteries. 55 Kellogg established an alternative frame of reference 
within which Adventists could be viewed. It was his dream that “the 
whole Seventh-day Ad ventist denomination would sometime be¬ 
come . . . the medical missionary people ofTTie worlcT” 55 

Despite his estrangement from the denomination, Kellogg’s vision 
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has been realized. In a speech at Loma Linda delivered in 1971, U.S. 
President Richar d Nixon recalled that in 1953 

Mrs. Nixon and 1 took a trip clear around the world. And as we visited the 
countries of southeast Asia and southern Asia, we saw several hospitals run by 
various organizations. The most impressive ones were the ones run by the 
Seventh-Day Adventists, people who were dedicated. There were doctors, there 
were nurses, there were others who were giving their lives for the purpose of 
helping those people in those poor countries to develop a better system of 
medicine. ... I [can] think of nothing that does more to make friends for 
America abroad than that kind of selfless service by people like those from 
LomaLinda who have gone out through the world. 57 

In i960 the popular writer Booton Herndon celebrated Adventist 
missionary endeavor in similar terms, noting that “in some countries, 
particularly the Near and Far East... the Adventist hospitals are by 
far the largest and best.” 58 Herndon, however, went further in em¬ 
phasizing that Adventism had something to offer to America as well 
as to the Third World. 

By almost any criterion of the Western world for human happiness, the . . . 
members of the Seventh-Day Adventist church . . . must be rated as one of the 
most fortunate groups on earth. . . . Their children will enjoy better health, 
and enjoy it longer, than the children of their non-Adventist neighbors, they 
will be singularly free of such killing diseases as lung cancer, and they will have 
less than half the amount of tooth decay of their playmates (and their parents 
will have commensurately lower dental bills to pay!). 5 ’ 1 

In the 1970s and 1980s, this picture of Adventists as an insurance 
company’sji.reain,was further elaborated. For an increasingly body con¬ 
scious society, Adventism began to sound like an attractive option. Sci¬ 
entific studies, mainly conducted at the denomination’s Loma Linda 
University, began to show that Adventists were relatively unaffected by 
various forms of disease. 80 In 1984 the Saturday Evening Post ran a fea¬ 
ture that described Adventists as “the healthiest group of people in the 
country.” It reported that male Seventh-day Adventists aged 35 to 40 
had a life expectancy 6.2 years longer than the national average, that 
female life expectancy was 3.1 years greater, and that the Adventist 
cancer rate was 50 percent less than that of the general population. 61 

It would be difficult to exaggerate the discrepancies between this 
picture of Adventism, which is rooted in the achievements of John 
Harvey Kellogg, and its alternative, which draws on the legacy of Wil¬ 
liam Miller. The discrepancy is not due simply to the differing stand¬ 
points of the commentators. One image is not the exclusive preserve 
of the church’s critics, and the other is not confined to sympathizers. 
The differences are more fundamental. The two pictures represent two 
independent traditions; they are grounded in different historical 
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events, focused on different aspects of the church’s work, sustained by 
different types of information, and propagated in different sectors of 
the media. At one extreme, Adventists are seen to be at odds with 
socially accepted values, obsessed with the end of the world, and pes¬ 
simistically inclined to self-destructive behavior. At the other extreme, 
they are perceived to endorse social norms and to be peculiarly suc¬ 
cessful in attempting to realize life-enhancing goals. The first picture 
was drawn in the 1840s and is retouched whenever new stories of Ad¬ 
ventist eccentricity occur. The second was based on the success of the 
Battle Creek Sanitarium and is enlarged by reports of Adventist 
achievements in overseas missions and in the health field. Of the two 
pictures, the former is the more colorful, appealing to the popular 
press, creative writers, and the ministers of rival denominations; the 
latter is prosaic, by comparison, having immediate relevance to foreign 
travelers and health professionals, with, until recently, a more limited 
impact on others. 

The tension between these two images of Adventism was most clearly 
seen in the worldwide publicity surrounding the Baby Fae operation. 
On October 26, 1984, Dr. Leonard Bailey, a Seventh-day Adventist 
surgeon at Loma Linda University Medical Center, replaced the de¬ 
fective heart of a twelve-day-old baby girl with that of a baboon. It was 
the first such operation on a human child, and it attracted massive 
news coverage. At first, the event was interpreted in a manner com¬ 
patible with the picture of Adventists as leaders in the field of health. 
I'he New York Times described the operation as “a bold surgical effort 
that could have a wide impact on the treatment of failing hearts.”'" On 
November 5, the Philadelphia Daily News commented that “as the days 
go by and Baby Fae’s new heart keeps pumping blood through her tiny 
body, Bailey’s accomplishment is losing its unbelievable air and making 
the names of this obscure researcher and his obscure institution into 
household words.’’ 61 The San Bernardino Sun had already reported that 
Bailey was described as “visionary,” noting his colleagues’ belief that 
“they would not be surprised to see [him] win the Nobel Prize in med¬ 
icine.” 64 And the Sacramento Bee suddenly discovered that Loma Linda 
was “the state’s top producer of doctors,” remarking on how “the Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventist institution continues to grow as University of Cal¬ 
ifornia medical schools cut back enrollment.” 65 

It was not long, however, before the newspapers began to connect 
the operation with the alternative picture of Adventists as deviant and 
socially marginal. Early criticism had focused on animal rights and the 
question of whether a suitable human heart might have been used. But 
objections soon emerged that dealt with the more specific issue of the 
suitability of the surgeon and his institution. On November 6, the New 
York Times argued, in an extended discussion, that “Loma Linda’s public 
account of the course of events leading up to the landmark surgery 
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has been one of confusion and, at times, outright misstatements of 
fact.” The paper observed that “the institution has not been noted as 
a research leader” and made much of reports that some of Dr. Bailey’s 
earlier work on animal transplants had been denied publication in sci¬ 
entific journals. The article concluded that to some he seemed “a mav¬ 
erick who relished working in a sheltered place like Loma Linda.” 66 

Baby Fae died on November 15. On the following day, the San Fran¬ 
cisco Examiner quoted an expert who considered the operation “a sci¬ 
entifically unjustified leap into the dark.” 67 On November 17, the Wash¬ 
ington Post printed the comments of Dr. Adrian Kantrowitz, the first 
American to transplant a human heart. Regretting the absence of pre¬ 
liminary publications, he said: “That’s a shortcoming. They deprived 
themselves and their patients of peer review.” 68 The Boston Globe quoted 
another expert: “The Loma Linda research was not plugged into the 
research system in any way. Frankly, Bailey was essentially an unknown 
quantity. Not many places would have let him do that [baboon trans¬ 
plant]. It would not happen at any first-line center.” 69 

Such comments drew implicitly on the tradition that pictured Ad¬ 
ventists as being outside the boundaries of society, out of touch with 
everyday reality. Bailey’s apparent failure to obtain scientific or finan¬ 
cial backing from outside the Adventist system was interpreted as ev¬ 
idence of his professional marginality. On the other hand, the very fact 
that Loma Linda attempted the operation with a relative degree of 
success revealed the unanticipated sophistication of Adventist medicine 
and gave further weight to the belief that Adventists were in the van¬ 
guard of health improvement. 

As a single event of worldwide interest, the Baby Fae operation was 
interpreted within both of the two traditions that have governed the 
public perception of the church, and it was the discrepancy between 
these two traditions that, at least in part, sparked the debate that sur¬ 
rounded the case. In general, however, the two streams of images do 
not flow together, but run separately: the one dark and heavy, carrying 
visions of the midnight disappointment of the Millerites, the strange 
beasts of the apocalypse, and the sinister currents of the dingo baby 
case; the other reflecting images of light: Dr. Kellogg dressed entirely 
in white, the cleanliness of hospital wards, the bright sun overhead at 
the mission. 

I he public is too di mly aware of Advent ism to be perplexed by this 
apparenpdiscontinuity. Most people are likely to have only occasional 
contact with the church, and for them there is no need to form a co¬ 
herent picture. But fop Adve ntists see king to appreciat e th eir own her¬ 
itage and for non-Adventists who wish to understand the character of 
Adventism, the tasks of drawing these diverse strands together has 
proved perplexing. Several approaches have been tried. The simplest 
is to deny outright the validity of one of the two traditions. This is the 
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position adopted by both the critics and the apologists of the church. 
The critics focus on the apocalyptic tradition, perceiving Adventists as 
deluded fanatics who persistently resort to dishonesty to cover their 
past mistakes. 70 For the apologists, however, Adventists have always 
been rational people, behaving in a socially acceptable fashion and out¬ 
doing their fellow men in health, vitality, and generosity. 71 

More sophisticated commentators usually perceive that historical 
change accounts for the discrepancy between the two traditional images 
of Adventism. In the nineteenth century, it is argued, Adventists took 
more radical positions that, with the passage of time, have been mod¬ 
ified to bring Adventist doctrine into alignment with the beliefs of 
other Christians. This line of reasoning informs the work of Le Roy 
Edwin Froom, Adventism’s greatest apologetic historian, and the non- 
Adventist evangelicals, Walter Martin and Donald Barnhouse, who in 
the late 1950s took it on themselves to welcome Adventism into the 
evangelical fold. 72 

Non-Adventist sociologists who examine Adventism in a social, rather 
than a religious, context note a similar development. Gary Schwartz 
suggests that becoming a medical missionary was the goal of an Ad¬ 
ventist work ethic that promoted upward social mobility among church 
members. 73 Robin Theobald, a British sociologist, suggests that Adven¬ 
tism’s increasing concentration on health and welfare work was 
prompted by the need to modernize and adapt to urban environ¬ 
ments. 7 ^ For Bryan Wilson, the Oxford sociologist who studied Adven¬ 
tism in the mid 1970s, the process of change is seen as denomination- 
alization, the move from a hostile and sectarian response to the world 
to an accommodating position akin to that of more established 
churches. 75 

All of these interpretations are illuminating in that they highlight the 
process of change and reveal the range of views and experience that 
Adventism has encompassed. But insofar as they are attempts to yoke 
together the seemingly divergent traditions of apocalypticism and 
health reform, these interpretations are distinctly incomplete. The pub¬ 
lic images of Adventism do not reflect the whole picture. The two tra¬ 
ditions are only partially representative. Not only is Adventism a little- 
known group, but the historical figures most closely associated with it 
were not even lifelong church members. Miller was never a Seventh- 
day Adventist; Kellogg ceased to be one thirty-six years before his 
death. The central figure in Adventism has remained largely out of 
public view. Ellen White, Adventism’s prophetess and founder in all 
but in name, is the crucial missing link between Miller and Kellogg. 
She was a devoted follower of the former and the spiritual guide of 
the latter. Her life and thought shaped the characteristic features of 
Adventism. To understand how and why Adventism has impinged on 
the public consciousness, a detailed analysis of Adventist theology and 
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Ellen White’s writings is necessary. Tracing the public traditions about 
Adventism to their sources does not uncover the heart of the church’s 
message. A more direct approach is essential. To understand how the 
public thinks about Adventists, it is vital to grasp the way in which 
Adventists conceive of themselves and the world in which they live. 




Part 1 


ADVENTIST THEOLOGY 




CHAPTER 2 


Authority 


Born in 1827, the daughter of a hatter from Gorham, Maine, Ellen 
Harmon had an uneventful childhood, until, at the age of nine, she 
was accidentally hit on the head by a stone, and her injuries prevented 
further formal education. In 1843 she and her family were disfellow- 
shipped from the Methodist Church because of their Millerite associ¬ 
ations. Her first vision occurred two months after the Great Disap¬ 
pointment of October 22, 1844. She was to continue to have visions 
until 1878, although the frequency declined markedly in the 1860s and 
she probably did not have more than a bout two hundred altogether. 
She married James White in 1846. Together they worked for the Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventist denomination until James’s death in 1881. After 
this, Willie, one of Ellen’s two surviving sons, became her closest con¬ 
fidant. Having spent most of her life in the northeastern United States, 
she visited Europe from 1885 to 1887 and spent the years between 
1891 and 1900 in Australia. Throughout her long career, Ellen White 
wrote and spoke for Adventist audiences, who received her in the belief 
that she was the “spirit of prophecy” identified in Revelation (19:10). 

Even those who accept religious experiences as genuine rarely accept 
them as authoritative. To understand how Mrs. White became an au¬ 
thority within the church, it is worth looking more closely at her reli¬ 
gious development and the intellectual context in which she operated.' 

As a teenager, Ellen White’s religious experience started to follow a 
pattern similar to that of many previous mystics. In 1842 she went 
through a “dark night of the soul” occasioned by her inability to pray 
in public: “I remained for three weeks with not one ray of light to 
pierce the thick clouds of darkness around me. I then had two dreams 
which gave me a faint ray of light and hope.” 2 In one of these, she 
ascended a stairway. At the top she was brought to Jesus. Like jather 
female mystics, she was so impressed with his beauty that she knew she 
couhTnotBe mistaken. But, like St. Teresa, she still had to be reassured 
before being able to experience the full joy of his presence. 3 Shortly 
after this dream, Ellen White managed to overcome her fear of public 
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prayer. During her prayer, she experienced an overwhelming sense of 
love for Jesus: “Wave after wave of glory rolled over me, until my body 
grew stiff.” Just as St. Teresa had written of her transverberation that 
her soul could not “be content with anything less than God,” so Mrs. 
White wrote, “I could not be satisfied till I was filled with the fullness 
of God.” 4 Thi s intense desire for experience of the di vine presence is 
an aspect of Mrs. White’s experience that is often overlooked. Her ex¬ 
ceptional religious propensities originated not from a search for doc¬ 
trinal or ethicaL information but from a simple cTesTre to FeeT the love 
of Jesus. 

The physical manifestations that accompanied this and similar ex¬ 
periences were fundamental to her acceptance as God’s messenger 
within the emergent Seventh-day Adventist denomination. When in a 
trancelike state, she appeared not to breathe and seemed, because of 
the cessation of normal bodily functions, to be “lost to the world.” This 
phenomenon was very important to her contemporaries, who made a 
concerted effort to establish her indifference to earthly things. They 
covered her nose and mouth, held a mirror up to her face, pinched 
her, felt her chest, pretended to hit her, and shone bright lights in her 
eyes, all in an effort to see if she would breathe, flinch, or blink. To 
perceive these actions as indignities is to miss a fundamental point. Mrs. 
White was not being tormented, but tested. 5 

The attempt to establish that Ellen White was lost to this world was 
based on the implicit understanding that if she were, she would be 
more open to the spiritual world. 6 In her first vision, she had experi¬ 
enced heaven so directly that afterward she wept and felt homesick for 
the better land she had seen. 7 This ability to see the heavenly world 
was vital to the early Adventists who, after the Great Disappointment, 
had begun to doubt that what was visible on earth revealed eternal 
truth. Thus, through her vision of heaven, Ellen White could inform 
the faithful what .ought to be believed on ea rth. The most literal ex¬ 
ample of how this worketl was Mrs. White’s vision of the Ten Com¬ 
mandments in the most Holy Place, the heavenly sanctuary. Reading 
them, she observed that God had not changed the wording of the 
fourth commandment in favor of the first day of the week. Therefore, 
she concluded that God required the observance of the seventh-day 
Sabbath on earth. 8 

It was some time before the “Testimonies,” as her writings became 
known, led rather than followed the group to which they were ad¬ 
dressed. For the first ten years, she confirmed belief rather than ad¬ 
monished believers. Indeed, the quantity of her output was regulated 
by the attitude of the community. As she herself noted in 1855, “The 
reasons why visions had not been more frequent of late, is, they have 
not been appreciated by the church.” 9 In practice, the extent to which 
the visions could be appreciated by the church was dependent on the 
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frequency of their publication. As the Adventist denomination ex¬ 
panded, its chief means of communication became the press. Mrs. 
White’s religious experience, once validated to the scientific satisfaction 
of her peers, became the raw material on which a publishing industry 
was based. The financial and technological development of Adventist 
publishing may not have influenced Mrs. White’s experience, but it 
certainly determined the extent and form in which that experience 
could be communicated. 

The nineteenth century witnessed a revolution in American publish¬ 
ing, and the Adventist press followed the general trend. 10 As technol¬ 
ogy improved, it became easier to produce longer books. This advance 
also necessitated a constant flow of copy, an example of which can be 
seen in the books dealing with the “great c ontroversy’’ theme—Mrs. 
White’s classic exposition of the ongoing battle between good and evil. 
The central idea of the great controversy is a cosmic struggle between 
Christ and Satan, which the prophetess traced from its origins in 
heaven to its final resolution at the close of the millennium. The great 
controversy theme first appeared in the first volume of Spiritual Gifts 
in 1858. Material from the Spmtual Gifts series was expanded to form 
the four-volume Spirit of Prophecy series in 1870—84. Between 1888 and 
1 g 17, this series was transformed into the Conflict of the Ages series that 
comprised five books: Patriarchs and Prophets and Prophets and Kings 
(accounts of Old Testament history), Desire of Ages (a biography of 
Christ), Acts of the Apostles (an account of early Christianity), and the 
Great Controversy (which related the battle between Christ and Satan 
from the destruction of Jerusalem in ad 70 to the millennium at the 
end of time). In the course of this process, the content and style of the 
books underwent significant changes. 11 

Some idea of the stylistic changes may be gained by comparing the 
account of the fall of man given in volume one of Spiritual Gifts (1858) 
with the accounts found in volume one of the Spirit of Prophecy (1870) 
and in volume one of the Conflict of the Ages series. Patriarchs and Proph¬ 
ets (i8go). 

Mrs. White’s writing in 1858 reveals both the deficiencies in her ed¬ 
ucation and the intensity of her experience. The narrative style is sim¬ 
ple but compelling. The account is given in the past tense, not so much 
because the events described happened in the past as because the vi¬ 
sions were in the past. By 1870 Mrs. White had acquired many of the 
technique s of contemporary religious nove lists. 12 Making much use of 
the vivid present, she emphasizes narrative detail and the emotional 
state of the characters involved. The short sentences found in Spiritual 
Gifts are filled out by abundant adjectives and adverbs and expanded 
by additional clauses. Thus the angels that in 1858 “gave instruction 
to Adam and Eve” in 1870 “graciously and lovingly gave them the 
information they desired.” 13 While in 1858 Eve simply “offered the 
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fruit to her husband,” in 1870 “she was in a strange and unnatural 
excitement as she sought her husband, with her hands filled with the 
forbidden fruit.” 14 

In 1890 a much more sophisticated wr iter ap pears, concerned not 
with narrallve~details but with moral exhortation. The vivid present is 
replaced by past or future tenses, depending on when the events de¬ 
scribed took place. The simple connectives used in 1870 give way to 
dependent clauses of time and purpose. Abstract nouns make an in¬ 
creasing appearance, along with the passive voice and impersonal con¬ 
structions. So the vivid statement that “Satan assumes the form of a 
serpent and enters Eden” gives way to the observation that “in order 
to accomplish his work unperceived, Satan chose to employ as his me¬ 
dium the serpent—a disguise well adapted for his purpose of decep¬ 
tion.” 15 Mrs. White also cuts back on the superfluous use of adverbs in 
favor of a richer vocabulary. So the serpent that in 1870 “commenced 
leisurely eating” is in 1890 “regaling itself’ with the same fruit. 16 

While there is no doubt that these developments indicate an increase 
in the literacy of both Mrs. White and the assistants who aided in the 
preparation of manuscripts, it would be quite wr ong to assume a com¬ 
mensurate improvement in literary quality. On the contrary, Ellen 
White’s earliest work shows an intui tive a wareness of the dramatic po¬ 
tential of narrative that is obscur ed by the sentimental and moralizing 
tone of her later books. This diminution in the power of her language 
is, however, partly expl ained by the fact that her books decrea singly 
re presented her unique experien ce. As the demands on her time in¬ 
creased, she relied on her assistants to do research and prepare copy. 
Further, the outlines oTTier narratives were frequently supplemented 
by material drawn from other writers. This is particularly true of the 
Conflict of the Ages series. Patriarchs and Prophets and Prophets and Kings 
owe something to Daniel March’s Night Scenes of the Bible and to books 
by Alfred Edersheiin. The Desire of Ages owes much to both of these 
authors and to William Hanna’s Life of Christ. The Acts of the Apostles 
takes much from a book by William Conybeare and John Howson, The 
Life and Epistles of the Apostle Paul , as well as drawing material from two 
of Mrs. White’s favorite authors, John Harris and Daniel March. The 
Great Controversy contains substantial sections from the historians J. A. 
Wylie and Merle D’Aubigne. 17 

In the mid-nineteenth century, “new publishers encouraged high 
productivity in their authors," as they felt that “to keep up demand, 
the public must be constantly reminded that a particular writer ex¬ 
isted.” 18 Adventist publishing was no exception, and Mrs. White’s in- 
creasing use of sources enable d the press to engage in the almost con¬ 
tinuous publication of “new” material. This, in turn, enabled the church 
to disseminate her somewhat diluted influence more widely. Thus, the 
authority accorded to Mrs. White by the small circle familiar with her 
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visions expanded to encompass a much wider audience. Since many of 
these people had no contact with Mrs. White as an individual, her writ¬ 
ings were the focus of their recognition of her as God’s messenger. 

By acknowledging Mrs. White’s statements as divinely inspired, the 
church thereby understood God as having two authorized channels of 
revelation: the Bible and the Testimonies. The human intellect was not 
considered a reliable source of knowledge. Mrs. White herself con¬ 
firmed this view, arguing that “to man’s unaided reason, nature’s t each- 
ing cannot but be contradictory and disappointing. Only in the light 
oTrevelation can it heTead aright.” 19 In taking this position, Adventists 
distanced themselves from the Millerites, who had placed great faith 
in “unaided reason” and placed “no reliance whatever upon any visions 
or dreams, mere impressions, or private revelations.” 20 

It was, after all, William Mill er’s sense of obligation to the requ ire- 
ments of rationalit y that prompted his study of the Bible. He had had 
an emotional conversion in which he had said he felt the loveliness of 
a Savior. “But the question arose How can it be proved that such a 
being does exist?” Considering that “to beheve in such a Savior without 
evidence would be vi sionary in t he extreme,” he turned to the Bible as 
the only source of information. Miller reasoned that since the Bible 
“must have been given for man’s instruction,” it “must be adapted to 
his understanding.” And he resolved to remain a deist if he could not 
harmonize all the apparent contradictions. 31 

This d eference to reason was not just the legacy of the Enlighten¬ 
ment skeptics Miller had read twelve years previously. It is better 
understood in the context of the Common-Sense philosophy that was 
becoming popular in nineteenth-century New England. I'he Scottish 
philosophy, as it was also known, was a form of realism, and its reliance 
on individual common sense appealed to American Protestants as a 
bulwark against doubt. Although the philosophy derived from the work 
of Thomas Reid, the seventeenth-century philosopher Francis Bacon 
was seen as the founder of the school. The Scottish philosophy denied 
that anything intervenes between the mind and its apprehension of 
external facts. If the systematic study of these facts was undertaken by 
a mind unprejudiced by theory, it was believed that knowledge of a 
limited certainty would be obtained. In a religious context, Baconianism 
became identified with the Reformation principle of sola scriptura, and 
it was later influential in the dispensationalist school of prophetic in¬ 
terpretation that divided past and future biblical events into distinct 
eras. 22 

Baconianism was not alien to the Millerite world. The Disciples of 
Christ, who founded Bacon College in 1836, disseminated a popular¬ 
ized version of the philosophy for every level of society. Their leader, 
Alexander Campbell, considering that “skepticism was founded upon 
‘Assumption’ and Christian faith upon ‘Experience,’ ” appealed to Ba- 
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con as having laid “the foundation of correct reasonings.” 23 Campbell, 
who took a close interest in the 1,260- and 2,300-day prophecies in the 
book of Daniel, had been introduced to Boston audiences by Miller’s 
publisher Joshua Himes and was one of the Millerites’ most sympathetic 
critics. 2 ' 1 

Whether or not Miller had any direct contact with advocates of the 
Scottish philosophy, it is known that he had spent time reading in the 
library of the Scotsman Alexander Cruikshanks. 25 Whatever the source, 
Miller echoed Bacon’s injunction “to proceed regularly and gradually 
from one axiom to another” when, as he recalled, “I determined to lay 
aside all my prepossessions, to thoroughly compare Scripture with 
Scripture, and to pursue its study in a regular and methodical man¬ 
ner.” 26 The result of this endeavor was Miller’s conclusion that the Sec¬ 
ond Advent would occur around 1843. Making his motto “Prove all 
things; hold fast to that which is good,” Miller accumulated scriptural 
and historical facts to support his conclusion. Like the contemporary 
revivalist Charles Finney, Miller spoke as if to a jury, gradually building 
up the evidence for his case. 27 This approach appealed to exponents 
of the Common-Sense philosophy. As Alexander Campbell noted, 
Miller benefited from his critics’ unBaconian arguments, which far 
transcended “the oracles of reason and the canons of common sense.” 26 

Despite Miller’s careful methods, he was disappointed in both 1843 
and 1844. For Miller, there was nothing to do but add this rather dis¬ 
concerting fact to all the others and to reassess his conclusions. The 
Baconian doctrine of “restraint,” which asserted that no belief should 
transcend observable facts, was not followed by all in the Millerite 
movement. Some in the radical wing could not tolerate the prospect of 
revising their calculations. For them, it proved easier to renounce Mil¬ 
ler’s methodology than to abandon the specific date for which they 
had suffered. The Great Disappointment was a watershed in the think¬ 
ing of this group. October 22, 1844, was to have been the ultimate 
conclusion to which all the carefully assembled facts of scripture and 
history pointed; it became an unassaila ble premiss to which all future 
kn owledge must co 7 iform . 2j 

~The first conclusion of the radicals was that since no extraordinary 
phenomena had been observed on October 22, observation was not the 
best way to monitor such events. Reassurance came in the form of 
direct, an d often ecstati c, religious experience. When these groups, 
which included the future founders of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, held meetings, they fell on the floor, groaned, shouted, and 
sang. It was in this atmosphere that then White rose to prominence. 30 
HeF ability to receive direct communications from God was of partic¬ 
ular value because the Great Disappointment had shown more estab¬ 
lished channels—such as human reason—to be flawed. 

Yet the acceptance of Mrs. White’s visions was also facilitated by two 
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aspects of the Common-Sense philosophy that underlay the early Ad¬ 
ventist view of the world. First, the realist theory of perception em¬ 
phasized that the apprehension of objects was direct and not influenced 
by mental constructs. So it was quite possible to believe that Ellen White 
literally saw what was written on the Ten Commandments. Second, it 
was presumed that language was perspicuous, that it was the servant 
rather than the master of thought, and that words corresponded di¬ 
rectly to objects. Language could be trusted. (When Mrs. White had a 
vision of heathens and Christians gathered under their respective ban¬ 
ners, the Christian banner bore words; the banner of the heathens, 
symbols.) Accordingly, when Mrs. White related her visions, it was as¬ 
sumed that what she had seen determined the words she used. Her 
accounts were as authoritative as what she had experienced.’ 1 

Thus the process by which the mystical proclivities of a teenage girl 
were recognized as the revelations of an authoritative prophet was 
aided at every step by the underlying philosophical assumptions of the 
Adventist community. Unlike the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith, Ellen 
White did not proclaim her revelation and gather a following; rather, 
she had a particular kind of religious experience that came to be ac¬ 
cepted as authoritative within an existing group. The prophetic min¬ 
istry of Ellen White was an aspect of Adventist social experience, not 
just the psychological experience of a single individual. 

Throughout the process in which Miller’s original emphasis on the 
priority of reason was overturned, the one constant was the Bible. From 
1844 onward, Adventist publications are replete with statements to the 
effect that the Bible is God’s word and is the only rule of faith and 
practice. Similarly, the priority, of th e Bible o ver any other revelation 
was reiterated in church publications on countless occasions. The state¬ 
ment made by the church president George Butler in 1883 was typically 
categorical: 

The Scriptures are our rule to test everything by, the visions as well as all other 
things. 1 hat rule, therefore, is of the highest authority; the standard is higher 
than the thing tested by it. If the Bible should show the visions were not in 
harmony with it, the Bible would stand and the visions would be given up.’ 2 

It would be difficult to find an o fficial statemen t fro m an y period that 
contradicted this one. However, the history of any denomination is not 
simply ffiat of its creeds. The statements about any one source of au¬ 
thority are only informative in the context of contemporary statements 
about other potential sources. The undeviating official line on the Bible 
may thus disguise some u n derlying sh ifts in the balance of authority. 

For Miller, the Bible had been completely perspicuous to reason. It 
was “a system of revealed truths so clearly and simply given that the 
wayfaring man, though a fool, need not err therein.’ ”” For the Ad¬ 
ventist pioneers, Biblical interpretation proved a great deal more prob- 
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lematic. As Mrs. White recalled, “Again and again these brethren came 
together to study the Bible, in order that they might know its meaning, 
and be prepared to teach it with power.Although they sometimes 
spent the entire night searching the scriptures, there were in 1848 
“hardly two agreed. Each was strenuous for his views, declaring that 
they were according to the Bible.” Understandably, these frustrated 
students came to the point where they said, “We can do nothing 
more.” 33 

Ellen White, meanwhile, found all these discussions somewhat above 
her head. “During this whole time I could not understand the reason¬ 
ing of the brethren. My mind was locked, as it were, and I could not 
comprehend the meaning of the scriptures we were studying.” 38 For¬ 
tunately for her and the Adventist community, aid came from another 
source. She would be taken off in vision and given clear explanation 
of the passages under consideration. Her accompanying angel would 
indicate who was right and who was wrong, explaining “that these dis¬ 
cordant views, which they claimed to be according to the Bible, were 
only according to their opinion of the Bible, and that their errors must 
be yielded.” 37 

William Miller, for whom the Bible was “a feast of reason,” would 
have found this conflict unwarranted and its supernatural resolution 
distasteful. Among the early Adventists, however, such guidance was 
obviously a practical necessity. Without it, the fledgling church would 
have been stranded in the disintegrating nest of Millerism. In later 
years, things appeared rather differently. The reason given in 1871 for 
the existence of the Testimonies was the neglect of the Bible rather 
than the inability of its students to agree on the correct interpretation. 18 
But the principle remained the same. When the church needed doc¬ 
trinal or practical guidance, it could, during her lifetime, turn to Mrs. 
White for advice specifically related to the question at issue. The Bible 
contained truths of eternal validity, but it was not always clear how they 
applied in a particular case. The Bible migh t set the agenda for dis¬ 
cussion, but Mrs. White usually had the last w ord. The reason for this 
was not that the Bible was deemed incomprehensible but that Adven¬ 
tists, as a group, were unable to reach complete agreement on its mean¬ 
ing- 

In practice, however, the significance of this distinction proved dif¬ 
ficult to convey to the church’s membership. As the church president 
A. G. Daniells remembered, it was not long before some preached that 
“the only way we could understand the Bible was through the writings 
of the spirit of prophecy.” Daniells denounced this view as “heathen¬ 
ish,” although the president would not have been far from the truth 
if he had replaced his “could” with a “did.” 3 '* By the time of her death 
in 1915, El len White functioned as the ac knowle dged interpreter of 
scripture for the Adventist. church. She might not be considered as 
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infallible, but most Adventists preferred to suspend judgment rather 
than admit her error on any specific point. The relative methodological 
importance of reason, the Bible, and visionary authority was now the 
reverse of what it had been for the Millerites. Reason had once tested 
and expounded the Bible and discounted individual revelation; it was 
now considered unfit to test or expound either scripture or the spirit 
of prophecy. The authority of Mrs. White’s visions, however, could 
define the meaning of the Bible and the status of reason. Certainly, 
the Bible was supposed to test the prophet, but if it could not be under¬ 
stood without the prophet, such an investigation would be hard to ini¬ 
tiate. Thus, although Mrs. White was never accorded theological pri¬ 
macy, her methodological priority made her position inviolable. The 
church’s social boundaries reflected this position. As W. W. Prescott 
remarked, “if a man does not believe in the verbal inspiration of the 
Bible, he is still in good standing;_but if he s ays he doe s not believe in 
the verbal inspiration of the Testimonies, he is discounted right 
away.” 4 *'”.. 

For a century, the Bible had seemed securely fixed at the center of 
the seesaw of reason and prophecy. In the 1920s, events in the wider 
world threatened to dislodge the scriptures from the pivotal position 
they had enjoyed in the world view of most nineteenth-century Prot¬ 
estants. The higher critical approach to the Bible had influenced aca¬ 
demic circles in the previous century, but during World War I, the 
modernists became more vocal. In particular, they resented the up¬ 
surge of premillennialist thought occasioned by the war and attacked 
the millenarian fundamentalists for lacking both patriotism and theo¬ 
logical sophistication. While Adventists were not directly accused, their 
views were similar to the ideas of those who were. Understandably, 
when the fundamentalists counterattacked in the early 1920s, the Ad¬ 
ventist response was very similar. 41 

The broad-minded A. G. Daniells was replaced as church president 
in ig22. Under his successor, W. A. Spicer, the church, which had been 
divided on such questions as the verbal inspiration of the Bible, aligned 
itself firmly with the fundamentalist cause. In 1924 William G. Wirth, 
an Adventist Bible teacher, published The Battle of the Churches: Mod¬ 
ernism or Fundamentalism, a book designed to “help the reader, if he be 
inclined to favor Modernism, to see the weakness of its claims.” 42 The 
same year, the popular Adventist writer Carlyle B. Haynes, echoed the 
conservative Baptist E. Y. Mullins in the title of his pamphlet Christianity 
at the Crossroads. Its cover depicted a man faced with signs labeled “fun¬ 
damentalism” and “modernism” pointing in opposite directions. The 
tone of the book left little doubt as to which route was considered 
preferable. 43 This peripheral involvement in the fundamentalist-mod¬ 
ernist controversy had far-reaching consequences. Although the ques¬ 
tion of Mrs. White’s authority was not involved, the defense of the Bible 
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resulted in greater insistence on its inspiration and inerrancy. Along¬ 
side this concentration on the Bible came a revival in the rhetoric of 
Baconianism. It was once again emphasized that the Bible was a col¬ 
lection of readily comprehensible facts. Similarly, it was argued that 
unless confused by the hypotheses of the liberals and evolutionists, the 
evidence of nature was clear. It was, as the Adventist creationist George 
McCready Price had written in 1913, because “the current geology has 
never used a trace of sound Baconian science” that it had been fallen 
into evolutionary thinking. 44 

But the Baconianism of the 1920s differed from that popular a cen¬ 
tury earlier. In the 1820s Baconianism had been directed against the 
skeptics who felt they could know nothing. In the 1920s it was directed 
against the scientist who claimed to know too much. 44 The basic thrust 
of the new Baconianism was antiintellectual. It was to an audience of 
Seventh-day Adventists in 1924 that William Jennings Bryan, the an¬ 
tievolution crusader, proclaimed: “All the ills from which America suf¬ 
fers can be traced back to the teaching of evolution. It would be better 
to destroy every other book ever written, and save just the first three 
verses of Genesis.” 4h 

From the 1920s to the 1950s, the attitude toward authority found 
within Adventism was more or less stat ic. The Bible and Mrs. White 
existed in symbiosis. Mrs. White’s writings clarified and elaborated the 
scriptures; the scriptures confirmed and clarified her prophetic role. 
In keeping with this understanding, F. D . Nichol, the ed itor of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, made it a policy that no inter¬ 
pretation given in the Commentary should appear jo. conflict w ith a state¬ 
ment by~~ EIien Wh ite. 47 Although some Adventists would have been 
wafy'oTliFfirming verbal inspiration in either case, the universal use 
of the proof-text method, in which isolated passages from both sources 
were used to prove specific doctrines, indicated that, in practice, verbal 
inspiration was assumed. With such a wealth of material from which 
to draw, there was hardly a single human experience on which some 
sentence from the Bible or Mrs. White did not have bearing. The need 
t o use human reason, thus, rarely aro se. 

The stability afforded by this structure of authority obviated the ne¬ 
cessity of engaging in any major doctrinal discussions between 1919 
and the next Bible Conference in 1952. Ironically, it was the alignment 
with fundamentalism that prompted a reassessment of the situation. 
Adventists m ight be p leased to carry the fundamentalist banner, but 
few fundamentalists were enthusiastic about having Adventists shelter 
under it. The embarrassment of this situation was acutely felt by men 
like Le Roy Edwin Froom, who represented the church in the scholarly 
world. An opportunity to remedy the situation presented itself in the 
mid 1950s in the form of Walter Martin and Donald Barnhouse, two 
evangelicals who approached the denomination hoping to establish 
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whether it was a Christian church or a heretical cult. In discussions 
with Barnhouse and Martin, a select group of Adventist scholars force¬ 
fully repudiated the accusation that Mrs. White was put on the same 
level as the Bible. 49 This was not a new position, but its implications 
were not unanimously welcomed within the church. 49 

In the 1960s the church’s prolonged theological dispute with Robert 
Brinsmead, the leader of a dissident Adventist movement in Australia, 
started to reveal the difficulties of using the proof-text method with 
the statements of Mrs. White. Each slde'was able to produce quotations 
that appeared to support their conclusions concerning the doctrine of 
salvation. 50 It was obvious that an appeal to Mrs. White was not a sure 
way to resolve doctrinal conflict. The situation was analogous to that 
of the 1840s, except that on this occasion, the disputants were searching 
the Testimonies rather than the Bible. While in 1848 the supernatural 
authority of visions had settled discussion, in the 1960s there seemed 
to be no court of appeal. It was clear that the Bible and the Testimonies 
were by themselves incapable of producing answers that would satisfy 
more than one section of the church. 

It was in this climate that two Adventist academics, Roy Branson and 
Harold Weiss, published an appeal to make Ellen White “a subject for 
Adventist scholarship.” The motivation for this plea was to find a 
means of solving the confusion generated by the indiscriminate use of 
the proof-text method and to “recapture Ellen White’s original inten¬ 
tions and the absolute truth of what she meant.” 51 So now reason, 
shaped by the tools of historical scholarship, was called to clarify Mrs. 
White’s pronouncements just as she had once clarified the Bible. 

As it turned out, the only thing that was clarified was the difficulty 
of using Ellen White as an authority at all. The research of the 1970s 
did little to establish what she meant. Rather, i t demonstrat ed that not 
everything she h ad written was of her own invention , let alone of God’s 
direct revelation. It was evident that she changed her m ind on various 
questions and that she held a number of beliefs about history and sci¬ 
ence with which no contemporary scholar would agree . 52 Reason was 
allowed to judge the Testimonies on questions of history, but the Bible 
was still the only rule forjudging Mrs. White’s theology. In the early 
1980s the work of the Adventist professor D esmond Ford on the sig¬ 
nificance of the Great Disappointment of October 22, 1F44,' was to 
reveal the potential for conflicts in this area as well. 53 In 1985 Harold 
Weiss looked back on the fifteen years of Ellen White scholarship and 
concluded: “Mrs. White’s formal authority—the readiness of her read¬ 
ers, that is, to accept what she said as true just because a prophet said 
it—has in fkct been_ shattered. F rom now on no one should be able to 
e nd a theological dialogue by giving a quotation from M rs. White.” 51 

It is wrong to assume that Weiss’s conclusion will necessarily be ac¬ 
cepted by succeeding generations. Scholars, like prophets, live and 
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think within a particular historical framework. When the framework 
changes, the most acrimonious of academic pursuits can appear trifling 
and irrelevant. Plagiarism, for example, is only an issue within the con¬ 
text of a romantic theory of authorship, which emphasizes the creativity 
of a single individual. Other literary theories, such as new criticism and 
structuralism, are interested only in the text itself, not the person who 
produced it.’ 5 

The history of modern biblical scholarship provides a good example 
of how academic fashions can change. Nineteenth-century critics 
doubted the Bible’s historical accuracy to a degree greater than twen¬ 
tieth-century archaeological discoveries warranted, and their more 
speculative hypotheses were adjusted accordingly. This development 
was watched closely by Seventh-day Adventists, who had heeded F. D. 
Nichol’s call of 1936 to “establish more fully the truth of the Bible.”™ 
Following the lead of the archaeologist W. F. Albright, Adventists 
looked to recent discoveries to buttress the Bible. The Spade Confinns 
the Book was the title of a book by Adventism’s first professional ar¬ 
chaeologist Siegfried Horn. 57 Horn later led an Adventist excavation 
of the presumed site of Biblical Heshbon, hoping to confirm that the 
city was captured during the Exodus. The previously unbridled enthu¬ 
siasm for archaeology was tempered by the failure to find the antici¬ 
pated evidence, but Adventists continued to affirm archaeology’s pos¬ 
itive contribution to Biblical study. 58 

The far-reaching implications of higher criticism have, however, al¬ 
ways been anathema. Specific doctrines have anchored Adventist schol¬ 
ars to a conservative position: the Sabbath demands the historicity of 
the Pentateuch; prophetic interpreta tion requires a sixth- (rather than 
the customar y_second-j^century date.for the book of Daniel. Similarly, 
theTraditional reliance on proof te xts has led A dventists to be wary of 
any doctrine of inspiration, winch suggests that the Bible is not a com¬ 
pendium of revealed propositions but simply an expression of its au¬ 
thors’ encounters with God.’ y Thus in Old Testament studies, Adventist 
scholars have concerned themselves with archaeology and chronology, 
and in the New Testament, they have concentrated on linguistic and 
textual criticism. 60 In neither argil, has, it been po ssible for them to do 
substantial literary or theological work, as their conservative presup¬ 
positions are not s hared by most of the ac ademic ^vorld. 

Some Adventist scholars clearly affirm that God's word should not 
be questioned. Gerhard Hasel argues that “man’s understanding of 
himself and the world around him is dependent upon God and reve¬ 
lation that comes from Him.” 61 This means that with regard to the 
boundaries of the Biblical canon, man should accept that “God’s prov¬ 
idence provided the origin of the sixty-six biblical books and their se¬ 
lection and presentation over a long period of time. Hence, the number 
of OT and NT books is what it is; no more and no less.” bl! To other 
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Adventist scholars, there might seem to be a short circuit in this rea¬ 
soning. For Harold Weiss, “to equate God’s word with a book is the 
work of a corrupted faith which sets up for itself an idol.” 63 Few church 
members would endorse Weiss’s opinion, but Adventists have publicly 
dissociated themselves from fundamentalism. As early as 1966, the Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventist Encyclopedia complained that “fundamentalists have 
ignored or rejected valid findings of Biblical scholarship.” 64 

The idea of “limited inerrancy” has been suggested as a way of avoid¬ 
ing vulnerable dogmatism while retaining a truly biblical faith. 65 Lim¬ 
ited inerrancy could prove an elastic concept. What is to determine the 
limits, if not the judgment, of contemporary scholarship? The em¬ 
ployment of this concept suggests that reason has taken the place of 
Mrs. White as the source that clarifies the meaning""oFlTie~scriptufes. 
The yo king"together of the Bibl e and sch olarsh ip may make a more 
wayward team than die Bible and the Testimonies. The spirit of proph¬ 
ecy was once seen as a buffer between the Bible and the corrosive 
effects of higher criticism. 66 Now that Adventist scholars have sharp¬ 
ened their critical tools on Mrs. White, their application of these tools 
to the Bible might have radical consequences. Mrs. White clearly en¬ 
visaged such a sequence of events: “It is Satan’s plan to weaken the 
faith of God’s people in the Testimonies. Next follows skepticism in 
regard to the vital points of our faith, the pillars of our position, then 
doubts as to the Holy Scriptures, and then the downward march to 
perdition.” 67 

It certainly appears that the structure of authority within Adventism 
has, from the time of Miller to the 1980s, come full circle. For Miller, 
reason came first; it expounded the Bible, and visions were disre¬ 
garded. The Great Disappointment inverted this order; visions ex¬ 
pounded the Bible, and reason was disregarded. The spread of Mrs. 
White’s published work then allowed this order to stabilize, with the 
Testimonies clarifying the scriptures. The modernist challenge to the 
Bible aligned Adventism with fundamentalism, further downgraded 
the intellect, and made the Bible and the Testimonies mutually ex¬ 
planatory. The Adventist encounter with fundamentalism, both outside 
and inside the denomination, created embarrassment and frustration 
about the way the Testimonies were used. In the 1970s an open season 
on Ellen White research made reason and the Bible her two judges. In 
the 1980s this restructuring was contested by some, while others pre¬ 
pared to give scholarship license to test the Bible itself. 

These developments were all prompted by specific historical events, 
but it is possible to observe several patterns. A restructuring of au¬ 
thority usually takes place when existing sources of authority fail to 
generate clear-cut answers, as was the case in the 1840s and 1960s. The 
rise of an alternative source of authority is usually facilitated by appeal 
to the one that is being disregarded. Thus, the early Adventists sub- 
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jected Mrs. White to empirical investigation, and contemporary scholars 
quote Mrs. White’s statement on the need for “new light” in the 
church. 68 This dependence of new authorities on the old builds insta¬ 
bility into the system. If one source fails to provide the answers, it can 
always be undermined by the source that gave it authority in the first 
place. 

What these patterns reveal is not only the capacity of external events 
to promote changes in authority structure but also the extent to which 
Adventist ideology is a clearly defined system with its own distinct 
sources that have a limited number of ways to recombine. In the 1980s 
the primacy of any source of authority would seem to point in direc¬ 
tions unattractive to many Adventists: reason to liberalism; the Bible 
to fundamentalism; Mrs. White to sectarianism. In order to control the 
balance between these existing elements, new sources may intervene, 
for if the chur ch is to maintain its sense of identity, its sources of au¬ 
thority must be clearly defined. 



CHAPTER 3 


Identity 


William Miller had no desire to found a church; he hoped that his 
message would be received by members of all denominations. Millerite 
publications were circulated widely, but Millerite lecturers were drawn 
predominantly from Methodist or Baptist backgrounds. 1 Although 
Miller’s teaching focused on a single theme that transcended sectarian 
differences, it was inevitable that those who believed the Second Advent 
to be only a few years distant felt more solidarity with fellow Millerites 
than with their coreligionists. Some Millerites freed themselves of their 
previous affiliations; others, like the Harmon family, were expelled 
from the churches they were attending.' 2 A gulf emerged between the 
Millerites and the Protestant denominations from which they were 
drawn. 

In 1843 the Millerite leader Charles Fitch published a sermon “Come 
Out of Her, My People” in which he concluded that “[Babylon] is every¬ 
thing that rises in opposition to the personal reign of Christ on David’s 
throne, and to the revealed time for his appearing: and here we do 
find the professed Christian world, Catholic and Protestant, on the side 
of Antichrist.” 3 This application of the concept of Babylon—tradition¬ 
ally used by Protestants for the Roman Catholic Church—to non-Mil- 
lerite Protestantism was a dramatic step. It was a move inspired by the 
experience of rejection. As Fitch commented: “Speak to them about 
the coming of Christ . . . and they show themselves sufficiently dis¬ 
gusted to spit on your face. Ask them to read anything on the subject 
and they put on every possible expression of scorn.” 4 Those who be¬ 
lieved Miller’s predictions should, Fitch argued, separate themselves 
from other religious groups: “Just remember then what must be the 
consequence of refusing to receive the truth and abide by it. Babylon 
must be destroyed and you with it.” 5 His final appeal was direct: “Come 
out of Babylon or perish.” 6 

This belief in the imminent Second Advent was enough to distinguish 
the Millerites from other religious movements of the time. The Mil¬ 
lerites were derided, and they in turn consigned their opponents to 
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eternal destruction. After the Great Disappointment, the dividing line 
was blurred. It had been expected that saints and sinners would he 
forever parted on October 22, 1844. But no visible division had taken 
place. Where now was the promised destruction of Babylon? The Great 
Disappointment not only appeared to undermine Millerite theology, it 
also threatened the identity of the movement itself. 7 The initial reaction 
was to reassert that the world had been irrevocably but invisibly divided 
on October 22. It was argued that the door of mercy had been shut 
and that only faithful Millerites could wait for the delayed Second Ad¬ 
vent with any hope. As Miller himself wrote on the eighteenth of No¬ 
vember: “We have done our work in warning sinners, and in trying to 
awake a formal church. God in his providence had shut the door; we 
can only stir one another to be patient ; and be diligent to make our 
calling and election sure.” 11 Some leading Millerites, notably Joshua 
Himes, rejected the Shut Door and soon persuaded Miller to renounce 
the idea as well. But among the radicals, the idea persisted. Their basic 
idea was summarized thus: “A wicked world, and a corrupt apostate, 
world-loving church, no longer shares our sympathies, our labors or 
our prayers. Their doom is sealed and it is just.” 9 

The criterion by which the Adventist movement identified itself was 
thus reinterpreted. Before the Great Disappointment, the movement 
was united by a common belief. After October 22, the shared experi¬ 
ence of the Disappointment became a further identifying characteristic. 
A movement that first defined itself with reference to the future began 
to perceive itself also in terms of the past. But what of the present? 
How could those who believed in the Shut Door distinguish themselves 
from their fellow Millerites who did not? Both groups had passed 
through the Great Disappointment; history did not separate them. It 
was to differentiate themselves that many who believed in the Shut 
Door sought some hitherto neglected commandment that could be ob¬ 
served as a token ot complete loyalty to the divine will. 10 

One of the commandments that the Shut-Door believers reinstituted 
was Jesus’ directive that his disciples shoul d wash one ano ther’s feet. 
As one correspondent wrote to the Day Star, the journal of the radical 
Millerites: “This, I believe, is the last test for the little children, but 
every little child can stand it.” 11 Associated with the foot washing was 
the practice of the holy salutation: sacramental kissing. Neither practice 
was undertaken lightly. As another Correspondent, Benjamin Spauld¬ 
ing, reported in an early Adventist paper the Hope of Israel : “Washing 
the Saints’ feet and the ‘holy’ salutation are also being observed. Some 
at first rather shrank away from these Bible duties; but after investi¬ 
gating the matter with mature deliberation, they cannot say they are 
not binding.” 12 These practices, in which both men and women en¬ 
gaged, provoked criticism. As Himes’s paper, the Morning Watch, com¬ 
mented: “It is a singular and mournful fact that fanaticism inevitably 
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runs into acts that are in the first stage, doubtful, and in the next, li¬ 
centious ,,” l:l But those who practiced foot washing and kissing were not 
easily deterred: “We FEEL the reproach, we know the shame, and have 
counted the cost, but still we dare not disobey what we believe to be 
the will and purpose of God in us, as we follow the Lamb whithersoever 
he goeth,”" 

The other m ajor t est on which some Adventists focused was the keep¬ 
ing of the seventh- day S abbath. This practice was also seen as a means 
of distinguishing the saints. One correspondent of the Day Star de¬ 
scribed how he saw the purpose of these tests: “The spirit of Elijah has 
been sifting, fanning, and purging out all the dross and chaff, and the 
Lord has taken his own way to sanctify us ‘through the TRUTH’ by 
the different sieves of feet-washing, the holy salutation, keeping the 
Sabbath.” 15 

In her first .vision, Ellen White concentrated on foot washing and 
kissing as the distinguishing characteristics of .the saints: “The 144,000 
[the number of the righteous described in the book of Revelation] were 
all sealed and perfectly united. . . . Then it was that the synagogue of 
Satan knew that God had loved us who could wash one another’s feet 
and salute the brethren with a holy kiss, and they worshipped at our 
feet.” 16 In subsequent visions, Sabbath keeping was presented as the 
unique characteristic of the saints. As she wrote in 1847, “the holy 
Sabbath is, and will be, the separating wall between the true Israel of 
God and unbelievers; and that the Sabbath is the great question to unite 
the hearts of God’s dear, waiting saints.” 17 Despite this, she continued 
to regard kissing and foot washing as defining characteristics of the 
group to which she belonged. As late as 1851 she exultantly described 
how one Brother Baker had “a baptism of the Holy Ghost . . . [and] 
has come into the salutation and washing the saints feet which he never 
believed in before.” 18 

As far as the mainstream of the Millerite movement was concerned, 
all tests were abhorrent. At the Albany Conference of April 29, 1845, 
where Miller, Himes, and others who opposed the Shut Door met to 
decide future policy, it was resolved 

That we have no fellowship with any of the new tests as conditions of salva¬ 
tion. . . . That we have no fellowship for Jewish fables and commandments of 
men, that turn from the truth, or for any of the distinctive characteristics of 
modern Judaism. And that the act of promiscuous feet-washing and the sal¬ 
utation kiss, as practiced by some professing Adventists as religious ceremo¬ 
nies . . . are not only unscriptural, but subversive—if persevered in—of purity 
and morality. 19 

The radical Adventists had distanced themselves from the rest of the 
world by the Shut-Door doctrine. By the adoption of tests, they distin¬ 
guished themselves from Open-Door Adventists. Their identifying 
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characteristics were highly specific. Not only was belief in Second Ad¬ 
vent required but also the experience of the Great Disappointment and 
the observance of neglected commandments. The founders of the Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventist church were thus known as Sabbatarian Shut-Door 
Adventists, a name resembling a botanical specimen that enabled iden¬ 
tification to be made according to genus and species. 

The seventh-day Sabbath had been introduced as one of a number 
of tests designed to separate faithful from unfaithful in the brief period 
prior to the Second Advent. In the words of one hymn: 

The Sabbath is a sign 

A mark which all may see 

And sure will draw a line 

When servants all are sealed 

And while destruction’s in the land 

This mark will guard the waiting band. 20 

When, in the early 1850s, the Shut-Door theory was finally abandoned, 
the focus broadened. The Sabbath was viewed as more than a mark 
that labeled a particular subgroup of former Millerites. In the first 
volume of Spiritual Gifts, published in 1858, Ellen White developed the 
idea that the Sabbath was at the center of the controversy between 
Christ and Satan. In heaven, before the creation of the earth, Satan 
had rebelled against God’s immutable law, knowing that “if he can 
cause others to violate God’s law, he is sure of them; for every trans¬ 
gressor of his [God’s] law must die.” 21 Accordingly, he then “led on his 
representatives to attempt to change the Sabbath, and alter the only 
commandment of the ten which brings to view the true God, the maker 
of the heavens and the earth.” 22 The Sabbath appears here as a mem¬ 
orial of creation and the continuing symbol of loyalty to God’s law. The 
early Adventists came to believe that to observe the seventh-day Sab¬ 
bath was to value the Bible above the authority of the papacy, which 
they held responsible for the change of the fourth commandment. For 
Seventh-day Adventists, the Sabbath was the logical expression of the 
Protestant tradition. In 1859 J. N. Andrews, a young Adventist scholar, 
published a substantial tract, the History of the Sabbath and First Day of 
the Week, in which he quoted a Catholic source to show that it was 
contradictory for Protestants to observe Sunday: “The word of God 
commandeth the seventh day to be the Sabbath of the Lord, and to be 
kept holy: you [Protestants] without any precept of scripture, change 
it to the first day of the week, only authorized by our traditions.” 23 
The argument is clear. To observe Sunday is to be a crypto-Catholic. 
Adventists later developed this idea to show how, before the end of 
the world, this implicit acknowledgment of papal authority would be¬ 
come explicit through the enforcement of Sunday laws, which “will be 
a virtual recognition of the principles which are the very cornerstone 
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of the Romanism.” 2 ‘ ) As Ellen White commented: ‘‘When our nation 
shall so abjure the principles of its government as to enact a Sunday 
law, Protestantism will in this act join hands with popery." 25 

Although Adventists continued to regard the Sabbath as a badge of 
identity, the context of this belief shifted. In the 1840s the Sabbath was 
understood to be a “present test” for those who had passed through 
the Great Disappointment. 26 The Sabbath divided one group of Ad¬ 
ventists from the others. After the Shut-Door doctrine had been given 
up, the Sabbath was seen as not a present but a future test and one of 
universal applicability. It would^it was argued, onl y becom e a test when 
Sund ay la ws were en force d, which would make public the division be¬ 
tween those who obeyed the laws enacted by the American government 
and those who remained loyal to God’s law. The Sabbath would thus 
eventually separate Seventh-day Adventists from other Americans who 
followed Satan’s representative, the pope. Given the Sabbath’s signif¬ 
icance, it was not surprising that the Adventist pioneers thought the 
precise manner of keeping the day was highly important. After some 
years of disagreement as to when the Sabbath should begin and end, 
it was decided in 1855 that the correct period of Sabbath observance 
was between sundown on Friday and sundown on Saturday. There¬ 
after, Adventists regarded this time as holy time. As such, the day was 
to be devoted strictly to the worship of God and to meditation on his 
word. All secular work, activity, and entertainment were to be given 
up for twenty-four hours. 27 

After the Shut-Door period, it was no longer considered necessary 
to have passed through the Great Disappointment in order to be saved. 
But another experience was considered necessary—the experience of 
repentance and baptism. The first significant tract on the subject, B. 
F. Snook’s The Nature, Subjects and Design of Christian Baptism, argued 
that baptism was essential to salvation, that it must be preceded by true 
repentance and was thus not required of infants, and that immersion 
was the only divinely authorized form of the rite. 28 Although Snook 
himself soon left the church, other Adventists agreed with his argu¬ 
ments. As Ellen White wrote in 1876 to children raised in the church: 
“Heaven and immortal life are valuable treasures that cannot be ob¬ 
tained without an effort on your part. No matter how faultless may 
have been your lives, as sinners you have steps to take. You are re¬ 
quired to repent, believe and be baptized.” 29 

The Seventh-day Adventist denomination was an organization that 
catered to the needs of those who believed in the Second Advent and 
observed the seventh-day Sabbath. It could be joined by adults who 
underwent baptism. But it did not, as an organization, impose an iden¬ 
tity on an amorphous religious movement. That identity already ex¬ 
isted; the organization simply gave formal recognition to a movement 
whose boundaries were already defined by its distinctive theology and 
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peculiar religious practices. Having left other churches in order to join 
the Adventist movement, many doubted the desirability of a formally 
organized church. Organization was only accepted in 1863 with a view 
to “securing unity and efficiency in labor and promoting the general 
interest of the cause.” 30 

As a body. Seventh-day Adventists derived their sense of identity not 
from membership of a particular denomination but from a shared un¬ 
derstanding of the significance of the Sabbath and the role of those 
who observed it. This was most clearly demonstrated in the develop¬ 
ment of the concept of the “remnant.” The term had been used in the 
1840s more for its descriptive than its theological value, when the Sab¬ 
batarian Adventists felt themselves to be the true remnant of the Mil- 
lerite movement. The theological meaning of this concept was, how¬ 
ever, soon elaborated. A reference in Revelation 12:17 suggested that 
the remnant could be identified by two criteria: the keeping of the 
commandments and the faith (or testimony) of Jesus. The latter cri¬ 
terion was defined, by reference to Revelation 19:10, as the spirit of 
prophecy. As the Sabbatarians kept all the commandments (particularly 
the fourth) and possessed the spirit of prophecy in the person of Ellen 
White, they believed they bore the identifying marks of the remnant 
people. The Adventist pioneers also noticed that in Revelation 14:12 
the remnant are described in connection with a series of proclamations 
given by three angels. These proclamations, they claimed, constituted 
God’s final call to repentance, and Adventists, as the last day remnant, 
were called out to present the messages to the world. Again, the Sab¬ 
bath was a vital ingredient of this concept. For the messages closed with 
the third angel’s warning of the terrible fate awaiting those who bore 
the “mark of the beast,” which the Sabbatarians identified as Sunday 
observance. 31 

In 1856 Uriah Smith, editor of the Seventh-day Adventist paper, the 
Review, replied to a correspondent who wanted to know “What are you 
the remnant of?” by saying that Adventists were the remnant of the 
primitive church, “who are found in these last days keeping the Com¬ 
mandments of God and the Faith of Jesus.” But he emphasized: “That 
remnant we claim to be, inasmuch as we bear their characteristics.” 33 
It was a claim validated by specific criteria, but it was an inclusive rather 
than an exclusive concept. As Smith remarked, “Show us the church 
besides those who profess the Third Angel’s Message, who are keeping 
the Commandments of God and the Faith of Jesus, and we will go with 
them; for they are our people.” 33 The concept of the remnant, like 
denominational organization itself, was thus a secondary characteristic 
of a movement defined by its religious practices, most particularly by 
the observance of the Sabbath. 

This state of affairs was reflected in the high degree of contact be¬ 
tween Seventh-day Adventists and members of the other major Sab¬ 
batarian church, the Seventh-Day Baptists. Adventists had adopted Sab- 
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batarianism as a result of Seventh-Day Baptist influence, and early Ad¬ 
ventist writings on the Sabbath owed much to Seventh-Day Baptist pub¬ 
lications. The association continued. In 1876 James White was an of¬ 
ficial delegate at the General Conference session of Seventh-Day 
Baptists, 34 and in 1879 at a Seventh-day Adventist conference delegates 
resolved "that we deem them [Seventh-Day Baptists] worthy of our re¬ 
spect and love, and that it is for the interest of the Sabbath cause that 
the two bodies of Christian commandment-keepers labor to sustain 
friendly relations to each other.” 35 James White explained the impli¬ 
cations: “We further recommend that Seventh-day Adventists in their 
aggressive work avoid laboring to build up Seventh-day Adventist 
churches where Seventh-Day Baptist churches are already estab¬ 
lished.” 36 Such cordiality was the natural result of a self-perception that 
concentrated primarily on the Sabbath and not on denominational af¬ 
filiation. A belief that had originally defined the identity of a subgroup 
of Shut-Door Adventists was now seen as effectively dividing the world 
into two opposing camps in which non-Adventist Sabbatarians were 
allies but non-Sabbatarian Adventists were not. 

The Seventh-day Adventist church was founded in order to over¬ 
come the practical difficulties encountered by an expanding religious 
movement that had no legal status. The justification was not so much 
that God was calling for the creation of a new denomination but rather 
that there was no overwhelming reason not to organize, provided this 
would facilitate the spread of the message. As James White put it: “All 
means which, according to sound judgment, will advance the cause of 
truth, and are not forbidden by plain Scripture declarations, should be 
employed.” 37 Once established, however, church organization quickly 
came to be seen as desirable in itself. In 1873 James White asserted: 
“We unhesitatingly express our firm conviction that organization with 
us was by the direct providence of God. And to disregard our organ¬ 
ization is an insult to God’s providential dealings with us, and a sin of 
no small magnitude.” 38 In 1880 White was able to note with satisfaction 
that Adventists “are said to be the most thoroughly organized Christian 
people known.” 39 In 1911 his wife expressed sentiments similar to those 
of her husband. “The church,” she wrote, “is God’s fortress, His city 
of refuge, which he holds in a revolted world. Any betrayal of the 
church is treachery to Him.” 40 James White was referring to the Ad¬ 
ventist denomination, his wife to the church of God in history, but their 
ideas overlapped, for the Seventh-day Adventist church was under¬ 
stood to be the last manifestation of God’s church in history. 

This idea had been developed in the Great Controversy, first published 
in 1888. In this book Ellen White argued: 

Different periods in the history of the church have each been marked by the 
development of some special truth, adapted to the necessities of God’s people 
at that time. Every new truth has made its way against hatred and opposition; 
those who were blessed with its light were tempted and tried. 11 
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When Adventists experienced rejection by the world, they could thus 
not only look forward to the Second Advent but also back to “Wycliffe, 
Huss, Luther, Tyndale, Baxter [and] Wesley,” knowing that “the same 
trials have been experienced by men of God in ages past.” 42 Adventists 
might be distanced from contemporary Lutherans and Methodists, but 
beginning in the 1880s, they started to proclaim their common heri¬ 
tage. At the same time, however, Adventists broke with their former 
allies, the Seventh-Day Baptists, by proselytizing among Baptist con¬ 
gregations. Thus at the very moment Adventists were looking back to 
their Protestant forbears, they isolated themselves from the one con¬ 
temporary Protestant group with which they had had friendly rela¬ 
tions. 43 These concurrent developments may appear contradictory. But 
the irony is explained if viewed in the context of a shift in Adventist 
self-understanding. Amity with Seventh-Day Baptists was possible if 
Adventist identity was based primarily on the practice of Sabbath ob¬ 
servance but awkward if Adventist identity was understood in eccle- 
siological terms, for then the Seventh-Day Baptists appeared as rivals 
rather than friends. The Protestant heroes of previous centuries were, 
however, more easily accommodated by a self-perception that focused 
on the presence of God’s guiding hand in church history. 

This conception of the Adventist church as the culmination of cen¬ 
turies of Christian history was further developed in the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, most notably in the work of Le Roy Edwin Froom. In the four 
massive volumes of The Prophetic Faith of Our Fathers and the two vol¬ 
umes of The Conditionalist Faith of Our Fathers , Froom compiled a vast 
library of detailed evidence to show that Adventist views on biblical 
prophecy and the nonimmortality of the soul were part of an estab¬ 
lished intellectual tradition. 14 In Froom’s words: 

We are tied inseparably into His [God's] unbroken line of witnesses and heralds 
of saving truth covering the entire Christian Era. We are simply at the end of 
the line, with the cumulative light, and privileges, and responsibilities of the 
centuries shining full upon us. 15 

Combined with this idea of the Adventists as the heirs of tradition was 
the concept that Adventism constituted a tradition in its own right. In 
Froom’s history of the church, Movement of Destiny, he presented the 
view that the Advent movement was an ongoing tradition in which early 
beliefs were perhaps only rough approximations of final truth. ‘T he 
development of truth is ever progressive. Light unfolds gradually, like 
the dawn, and puts darkness and error to flight.” 4B Froom drew out 
the implications of this belief still further. It was not so much the pres¬ 
ent position of the church that was significant but the direction of the 
journey it was taking. “History attests that God is at the helm of the 
ship of Zion. He guides through rock and shoal to the harbor of truth. 
He is leading a people on to victory.” 47 
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In keeping with this understanding of the church as an entity with 
its own history is the theological conception of the church as the “body 
of Christ,” in other words, a living organism, with Christ as “the ani¬ 
mating spirit," the “source of its nourishment, growth, direction and 
unity.” 48 This model not only allows for development through time but 
also for diversity without division. As the Adventist academic Walter 
Douglas argues: “If our ecclesiology fails to reflect the notion of unity 
in diversity, we become guilty of what has become known as ‘structural 
fundamentalism’ which identifies the structure with fundamental or 
absolute truth.” 49 

The enhanced appreciation of the religious significance of the 
church itself has had far-reaching implications for the theology of the 
Sabbath. The traditional belief, reiterated by the theologian M. L. An- 
dreasen in 1942, was that the Sabbath was a separating wall between 
those who obey God and those who do not. Those who worship on 
Sunday will receive the mark of the beast and will suffer destruction 
at the end of time. But those who keep the Saturday Sabbath have the 
“seal of the living God” and will be saved. 50 For most of Adventist 
history, no discussion of the Sabbath was complete without consider¬ 
ation of “the seal" and^the mark of the beast." But although the con¬ 
nection is maintained in some popular w ritin e. it is absent from recent 
theological studies. 51 The most comprehensive recent work, The Sabbath 
in Scripture and History, written by several Adventist scholars in 1982, 
relegates mention to an historical discussion and an appendix on Jo¬ 
seph Bates, the pioneer who had played an important part in devel¬ 
oping the church’s Sabbath theology. 52 Another Adventist writer, Sam- 
uele Bacchiocchi, subsumes discussion in his book Divine Rest for Human 
Restlessness within a chapter entitled “Good News of Belonging” that 
makes no mention of Adventism’s prophetic understanding. 53 Another 
Adventist author argues that the anticipated Sabbath-Sunday contro¬ 
versy “will be centered . . . not merely in the issue of Sunday laws.” 54 
The “seal of the living God” is described with great delicacy of senti¬ 
ment, if not of language, as “the constitutive norm for deciding where 
the demarcation line is to be found for the covenant people in its giving 
and receiving relationship with society.” 55 

Adventism’s relationship with society has reflected the changes taking 
place within society itself. In the face of growing secularization, Ad¬ 
ventists, like other Christians, have placed greater weight on what di¬ 
vides them from the secular world than on what separates them from 
fellow Christians. This pattern is revealed in the reinterpretation of the 
theological meaning of the Sabbath. When the doctrine was introduced, 
it served to divide different types of Christians; it was presupposed 
that all would want to keep at least one day of the week holy. In the 
late twentieth century, it is more difficult for the Sabbath to function 
in the same way. The observance of Sunday as a Sabbath is now com- 
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paratively rare. Seventh-day Adventists are unusual not so much in 
observing Saturday as in keeping a Sabbath at all. It is unsurprising, 
then, that contemporary Adventist theologians such as Niels-Erik An- 
dreasen have concentrated more on the value of the sacred under¬ 
standing of the time than on the question of which segment of time is 
the most sacred. 56 

In the work of Samuele Bacchiocchi, who appears to have gained 
some of his ideas from Andreasen, the seventh day emerges as the locus 
of sacred opportunity: “The Sabbath . . . enables every human being 
to express commitment to God . . . provides a weekly opportunity to 
renew the baptismal covenant . . . invites the believer to express his be¬ 
longing to God.” More than this, the Sabbath may function as a cor¬ 
rective in the believer’s relationship with the world. It acts as “a divine 
remedy” for “workaholics,” “opens the door for moral reflection,” “pro¬ 
vides husbands and wives with the time and inspiration to come 
closer ... to each other,” “provides the opportunity to share food and 
friendship with the visitor," and offers “ practical opportunities to de¬ 
velop . . . ‘an ecological conscience.’ ” 57 In making these suggestions, 
Bacchiocchi advocates nothing previously regarded as inappropriate. 
What differs is his presentation: the move from obligatio n to oppor¬ 
tu nity— from how the Sabbath should be kept to how it might be used. 
The shift away from thinking of the Sabbath as an end in itself, toward 
viewing it as a means to other ends, is of great importance. This prag¬ 
matic theology of the seventh-day Sabbath would seem to imply that 
there might be other means by which the same goals could be realized. 
This Bacchiocchi admits: 

In a country like Italy . . . where less than 10 percent of the Christian popu¬ 
lation attends church services on what they regard as their Lord’s day (Saturday 
evening or Sunday) there is today the largest Communist party of Western 
Europe . . . I'he relationship between the two can hardly be viewed as being 
merely a coincidence. In other Western European nations where church at¬ 
tendance is even lower than in Italy, secularism, atheism, anticlericalism, im¬ 
morality, and religious skepticism are rampant. It would be naive to attribute 
all the social and religious evils to the prevailing disregard for Cod's holy day, 
but by the same token it would be blindness to fail to see the tragic conse¬ 
quences resulting from the profanation of the Sabbath in society. 58 

Bacchiocchi does not distinguish between the benefits of Sunday ob¬ 
servance and those of Saturday observance. For Adventists who, like 
Mrs. White, view Sunday as possessing “not one particle of sanctity,” 
this is a radical departure. 59 Indeed, Mrs. White predicted that in the 
last days, Satan would persuade mankind that “men are offending God 
by the violation of the Sunday Sabbath” and that “this sin has brought 
calamities.’’ 60 But in an address to the Lord’s Day Alliance, Bacchiocchi 
went on to suggest that Saturday and Sunday keepers “can and should 
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cooperate” in “redefining the theological meaning and message of the 
Sabbath.” 61 

A striking example of such cooperation occurred in 1986 in Britain 
where the leaders of the Adventist church campaigned “against a 
general secularization of the ‘British Sunday’ ” 62 by opposing the repeal 
of Sunday trading laws. A letter to Mrs. Thatcher, the Prime Minister, 
concluded: “our feeling as a church is that it would be better for one 
day each week to be retained as a day of rest and worship rather than 
no day at all. We would . . . request you ... to reconsider the proposals 
contained in the Sunday Trading Bill.” 63 The fact that prominent Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventists could openly recommend the observance of Sun¬ 
day bespoke a significant shift in Adventist self-understanding. Ad¬ 
ventists originally defined themselves by the development of a Sabbath 
theology. A church organization was created for the benefit of those 
who believed in the seventh-day Sabbath. The success of that organi¬ 
zation allowed Adventists to perceive their own history as the embod¬ 
iment of God’s purposes. From the security provided by this under¬ 
standing, church leaders have felt able to modify the theology of the 
Sabbath, believing that they should not be preoccupied with the bound¬ 
aries of the denomination but should rather draw on the Adventist 
tradition for the benefit of the wider world. Thus Roy Branson, in his 
1981 article “Celebrating the Adventist Experience,” argues: 

The besetting sin of Adventism today is preoccupation with itself. . . . But what 
is desperately needed are people who speak distinctively and movingly from 
within Adventism to the larger community; voices who, from the core of Ad¬ 
ventist particularity, express a universal message for our time. 61 

Branson’s call to universality was almost the exact inverse of Charles 
Fitch’s cry for particularity. Fitch had pleaded with Millerites to dis¬ 
engage from the rest of society; Branson asked Adventists to reengage. 
Not only is the direction of movement different, so, too, is the context. 
Fitch demanded that Millerites define their identity as a group; for 
Branson, the Adventist identity was already determined. The result was 
that 140 years after Fitch’s appeal to “come out of Babylon or perish,” 
Branson’s call was for Adventists to “penetrate the world around 
them.” 65 



CHAPTER 4 


The End of the World 


The key to Adventist eschatology is a 2,300-day prophecy found in 
Daniel 8:14. The text states that at the end of the 2,300 evening-morn¬ 
ings, the sanctuary will be cleansed. William Miller understood the sanc¬ 
tuary to be the earth and thought the “cleansing” would occur at the 
Second Coming. Working on the assumption that one prophetic day 
equaled one year, he calculated that the Second Advent would take 
place in 1843 or 1844. His followers came up with the more precise 
date of October 22, 1844. Adventists accepted the validity of the date, 
but the Great Disappointment was the point at which Millerite and 
Adventist theologies diverged. Miller had focused on the imminence 
of Christ’s return. Adventist eschatology was focused on the delay. 

Adventists believe the “sanctuary” is not the earth but a sanctuary in 
heaven that Christ began to cleanse on October 22, 1844. The Second 
Advent will occur only when his work, which entails the blotting out 
of human sin, is finished. In the meantime, humanity is on “proba¬ 
tion.” The door of salvation is open but will close as soon as the cleans¬ 
ing is complete. After the end of probation, there will be a brief period 
prior to the Second Coming in which the fate of saints and sinners 
remains sealed. The Adventist pioneers developed a detailed picture 
of these final days that drew together many of the elements that made 
up the church’s identity. As the custodian of the three angels’ messages 
and the only body to bear the credentials of the remnant, the Adventist 
church plays a crucial part in the last struggle between good and evil. 
Playing opposing roles in the final conflict are the beasts of Revelation 
13 and the three-fold conglomerate, Babylon, of Revelation 16:19. The 
United States is the two-horned beast; the Roman Catholic church is 
the leopard-like beast; and Babylon is made up of the papacy, Prot- 
estanti sm, a nd spiritualism. Egged on by demonic powers, the Roman 
and Protestant churches combine with the United States to force all 
men to worship on Sunday and thus bear the mark of the beast. The 
worldwide Sunday law, which everyone must obey on pain of death, 
coincides with the close of probation. Those who worship on Saturday 
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have the “seal of God” and are miraculously protected from the fury 
of their opponents. During this “time of trouble,” Satan has total con¬ 
trol of the impenitent and wages ceaseless war against the saints. The 
general anarchy is aggravated by the outpouring of the seven last 
plagues of Revelation, chapter 16. Under the sixth plague, the religious 
and political powers assemble for the battle of Armageddon in a final 
effort to destroy God’s people. But the battle does not begin, for Christ 
returns during the seventh plague. He destroys the wicked and saves 
his loyal subjects. 

The return of Christ is not, however, the end of the Adventist es¬ 
chatological scheme. The Second Coming inaugurates the millen¬ 
nium—a millennium Adventists believe is accompanied by three res¬ 
urrections. In the first, those who have played the greatest roles on 
both sides of the great battle between good and evil are raised to life 
to witness Christ’s return. The second resurrection occurs at the Second 
Coming and concerns the righteous only. The wicked destroyed at the 
appearance of Christ, including those specially resurrected to witness 
the event, remain in their graves, as do the wicked of previous gen¬ 
erations. The resurrected righteous and the living righteous then reign 
with Christ, in heaven, for i,ooo years. This period is not spent in 
idleness. In fulfillment of the statement “judgment was given unto 
them” (Rev. 20:4), the righteous spend their time investigating the 
records of the wicked. But the purpose is not so much to decide the 
cases as to confirm the judgments of the Father so the saints can see 
that God is just in his dealings with men. During the millennium, the 
earth remains desolate, and Satan is left to roam the world, effectively 
“bound” because he has no one to tempt. The third resurrection then 
takes place, and the damned of every generation are raised to life. 
Satan immediately prepares the wicked to attack the Holy City in the 
battle of Gog and Magog, the postmillennial equivalent of Armaged¬ 
don. But the wicked are stopped by the appearance of Christ, and in 
the final judgment, he condemns the wicked, fire falls from heaven 
and consumes them, and Satan, for so long a protagonist in the great 
controversy, is consumed in the lake of fire. With the defeat of Satan, 
a new heaven and a new earth are established, and the righteous reign 
with Christ for all eternity in a society free from sin and evil. 

I his u nusual vie w of th e millennium conforms to the premillennialist 
idea in that the Second Advent inaugurates the millennium. But it is 
also partly postmillennialist in that Christ returns to the earth again at 
the end of the 1,000-year period. Although Adventists, like dispensa- 
tionalists, believe that the millennium coincides with the binding of the 
devil prior to his final assault on the people of God, they differ in 
treating the 1,000 years as a period outside of the earth’s history. There 
are no men left alive on the desolate earth to experience the millen¬ 
nium. At the third resurrection, the experience of the wicked continues 
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just as it left off 1,000 years earlier, while the saints spend the millen¬ 
nium not on earth but in heaven. 1 

Adventists were not, however, indifferent to history. Ellen White 
spent much of her life writing and rewriting her own interpretation of 
biblical and Christian history. The mature body of her work in this 
regard is found in the Conflict of the Ages series, particularly in the fif th 
volume, the Great Controversy. From the perspective of the great con¬ 
troversy, Mrs. White gave history a supernatural meaning. In effect, 
historical events were no more than the past battlefields of Christ’s and 
Satan’s struggle in which governments, churches, and individuals 
fought on either God’s or Satan’s side. So in the first centuries, God's 
soldiers are the early Christians whose persecutors are controlled by 
Satan. In the Middle Ages, the devil’s chief agent becomes the papacy 
and God’s representatives are groups such as the Waldenses and in¬ 
dividuals such as Wycliffe and Huss. The Reformation era is a high 
point for the forces of good in the cosmic struggle in that the reformers 
broke the hegemony of the Catholic church, whereas the French Rev¬ 
olution is a darker period in which the powers of evil run riot.' 2 In the 
critical events the Adventists expected in the future, Mrs. White 
thought this pattern would continue. Only this time it would be the 
upholders of the Sabbath who would be on God’s side of the contro¬ 
versy, with the rest of the world under the orders of the devil. 

It was clear that the prophetess believed that the great controversy 
was “soon to close.” 3 As it reached its climax, she predicted it would 
become more visible to the human eye. “Fearful sights of a superna¬ 
tural character jyill soon be revealed j n the heavens in token power of 
miracle working demons,” she wrote. “The spirits of devils will go forth 
to the kings of theeartF. . . to fasten them in deception, and urge 
them on to unite with Satan in his last struggle against the government 
of heaven.” 4 The most terrible delusion would come when Satan him¬ 
self would impersonate the Second Coming. It was not surprising that 
with all this just ahead, Mrs. White saw her times as uniquely different. 
In the Great Controversy she wrote: “We are living in the most solemn 
period of this world’s history. The destiny of earth’s teeming multitudes 
is about to be decided.” 5 In coming to this conclusion, the prophetess 
claimed that the convergence of the sinister forces that would precede 
the Second Coming was already taking place. 5 In the context of her 
times, there was a sense in which this was not an implausible contention. 
There had been both a growing rapprochement among the churches 
and an upsurge in spiritualism since she first outlined the great con¬ 
troversy theme in 1858. These developments had also coincided with 
an increasing emphasis on the sanctity of Sunday, with many states 
upholding Sunday blue laws. Indeed, Senator H. W. Blair, chairman 
of the Senate Committee on Education and Labor, proposed national 
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Sunday legislation before Congress in 1888, the very year the Great 
Controversy was published.' 

Ellen White’s conception of the end put Adventism at the center of 
the world and foretold how the beliefs of the small group of Sabbath 
keepers would eventually triumph over all other religious and political 
ideologies. This was an obvious inversion of the actual state of affairs 
in mid-nineteeth-century America where Adventists were very much 
on the defensive after Christ’s failure to return in 1844. By contrast, 
the Protestant churches were well established, the Catholic church was 
growing in influence, spiritualism was in tremendous vogue, and the 
founding of America looked as if it was going to be a lasting and suc¬ 
cessful venture. But at the end of time, it is not Adventism but the 
traditions of Protestantism, Catholicism, spiritualism, and American re¬ 
publicanism that are shown to be false. 

The intriguing element in this eschatological conception was the in¬ 
clusion of the American nation. Because the beliefs of the church were 
in conflict with those of the Catholic and Protestant churches and with 
spiritualists, one can understand why Adventists identified them with 
the dark symbols of the Apocalypse. It is less easy to see why the United 
States should also have been included. However, although the early 
Adventists recognized that the New World provided the conditions for 
their movement to flourish, there was a sense in which America’s re¬ 
publican experiment posed a challenge to the Adventist world view that 
may explain why it also earned a place in the church’s eschatology. The 
nature of that challenge lay in America’s millennial self-understanding. 
From its beginnings, America has used the framework of Christian es¬ 
chatology to describe itself as a nation apart, chosen by Cod and des¬ 
tined for a special purpose. 8 This was especially true in the early nine¬ 
teenth century when America was “drunk on millennium” and 
“Americans vied with each other in producing grander and more glo¬ 
rious prospects for the United States.” 9 But Adventists also saw them¬ 
selves as marked out for a special purpose. As the nation and Adven¬ 
tism could not, ultimately, both be “the chosen,” it is perhaps not 
surprising that the Adventists of the 1850s began to question the trium- 
phalist nature of the American destiny. 

In the 1851 Review article that first identified the United States as 
the two-horned beast, J. N. Andrews was clearly awed by the devel¬ 
opment of America. He wrote of its “wonderful” progress and the 
“wonder” of its system of government and suggested that only divine 
intervention could curtail the advancement of the Republic: “Mark its 
onward progress and tell, if it be possible, what would be its [America’s] 
destiny, if the coming of the Just One should not check its astonishing 
career?” 10 Most significantly, however, Andrews felt that the postmil- 
lennial understanding America bequeathed to its people competed with 
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the message Adventists felt they were divinely commissioned to prop¬ 
agate. Contrasting the two views, Andrews observed: “We look forward 
indeed to the time when the Lamb, who is King of Kings and Lord of 
Lords shall reign in person over all the earth. But with the mass this 
view has given place to the more congenial idea of the spiritual reign, 
and of temporal prosperity and triumph.” 11 

With these two visions of the future thus in conflict, the United States 
(like other contemporary bodies that differed from the church) was 
transformed into an eschatological adversary that would persecute the 
church for its beliefs. Adventists believed that America would repudiate 
its libertarian values by formings a corrupt union with the churches, 
thereby becoming an authoritarian state. The two-horned beast was a 
particularly apt representation of this belief. Its lamblike horns sym¬ 
bolized America’s twin principles of civil and religious liberty, its re¬ 
publicanism and its Protestantism. This lamblike appearance, however, 
concealed a beast that spoke like a dragon. 

In 1854, another leading Adventist, J. N. Loughborough, showed an 
acute awareness of the powerful appeal of America’s millennial vision 
and even suggested that, in its uncorrupted form, it eclipsed the mes¬ 
sage of Adventism. “Against the profession of Protestants, and Repub¬ 
licans,” he wrote, “we have nothing to offer: their profession is right. 
We might expect a millennium indeed, were their profession lived out.” la 
This was a significant admission. Loughborough had no doubts about 
the nation’s real nature, or its eventual alignment with the forces of 
evil, but he was conscious that an American millennium would render 
Adventist beliefs quite meaningless. If, through the example of Amer¬ 
ica, the world was brought to perfection, there would be no need for 
divine intervention in human history. The American dream threatened 
to undermine the Adventist hope. To retain hope, the Adventists trans¬ 
formed that dream into a nightmare, seeking out contemporary evi¬ 
dence of American hypocrisy. In his original article, Andrews talked 
about the “pretensions” of America, pointing to three million slaves 
and the religious intolerance shown by the churches in expelling [Mil- 
lerite] believers who looked forward to Christ’s imminent return. 13 Such 
evidence was quickly taken up by Andrews’s colleagues and lent plau¬ 
sibility to the idea that America was—and would increasingly become— 
a dragon in lamb’s clothing. 14 

The inclusion of the United States in Adventist eschatology has un¬ 
fortunately received little attention from the church’s historians. Those 
who have studied the question, notably Jonathan Butler, have seen the 
eschatological depiction of the United States as an expression of Ad¬ 
ventist pessimism about the nation’s future, prompted by the feeling 
that America was in decline. 15 But it is perhaps more likely that the 
depiction of the United States in Adventist eschatology developed from 
the perceived conflict between Adventist and American expectations. 
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What prompted the early Adventists to regard the United States as the 
two-horned beast was not the idea that the nation was in decline but 
the belief that the nation had, in fact, been a remarkable success. It 
was certainly the progress of the republican experiment that concerned 
Andrews, and it was this success that Loughborough felt might make 
the Adventist message redundant. 

The change in America from liberal democracy to authoritarian state 
was, like all the other elements in Adventist eschatology, expected to 
occur within the pioneers’ lifetimes. This conviction, which successive 
generations of Adventists kept alive, produced within the movement a 
sense of constant expectation. Adventists, while avoiding the precise 
date-setting of the Millerites, thus became keen discerners of “the signs 
of the times,” producing a constant apocalyptic commentary on con¬ 
temporary events. This in itself was nothing new. There was an estab¬ 
lished tradition that viewed both natural and political occurrences as 
portents of the end. The Lisbon earthquake of 1755 had been seen by 
many as the great earthquake of Revelation 6. The darkness experi¬ 
enced in parts of north America on May 19, 1780, was identified as 
the “Dark Day,” and the meteoric showers of November 12 and 13, 
1833, with the “falling of the stars,” thus completing the three events 
described in the sixth seal of the Apocalypse. The Adventists took over 
these interpretations and added to them. A particular Adventist preoc¬ 
cupation was the Ottoman Empire. Uriah Smith, Adventism’s leading 
prophetic expositor in the nineteenth century, developed the idea that 
the demise of Turkish power would herald the Second Advent. As a 
result, Adventist writers monitored the “Eastern Question” right up to 
the First World War. But here again Adventists simply followed a long 
tradition that for centuries had sought to find prophetic significance 
in the rise and then the apparent decline of Islam. 16 

In more general terms, Adventists, like other apocalyptically oriented 
groups, perceive all natural disasters and political disorder as indicative 
of the time of trouble. However, Adventist apocalyptic does not, in fact, 
flourish in crisis situations; it tends to reach a peak just before or after 
a crisis, when comparatively little is happening. In an actual crisis, the 
force of Adventist apocalyptic is deliberately muted. This is a curious 
phenomenon. Apocalyptic is normally expected to flourish during 
times of stress. A classic example of this was the growth of premillen- 
nialism in the United States during World War I. Dispensationalist 
journals such as Our Hope almost gloried in the fact that the war had 
shattered dreams of unending progress, and they confidently pre¬ 
dicted that the end was near. 17 The Review, by contrast, was cautious 
and uncertain. The paper’s editor, F. M. Wilcox, wrote: “We cannot 
predict with confidence the outcome of the present struggle. We do 
not know whether this war will drag along until it finally ends in Ar¬ 
mageddon, or whether there will be for a time a cessation of hostili- 
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ties.” 10 Such restraint was again apparent when America itself entered 
the war in 1917. Commenting on an official action that counseled 
church workers to guard their public utterances, Wilcox wrote, “Let us 
not hazard our reputation ... by making wild statements.” Bible proph¬ 
ecies, he went on, “deal with the course of the nations in general out¬ 
line. . . . They do not reveal how events will shape in reaching the final 
conclusion.” 19 

But almost as soon as the war was over, Wilcox published a small 
book called Facing the Crisis: Present World Conditions in the Light of the 
Scriptures. Here, against the background of a comparatively peaceful 
world, Wilcox was, paradoxically, much more pessimistic about the 
times. Previously, he could not say whether the Great War heralded 
Armageddon, but now he felt confident that the “growing agitation in 
every country over preparedness for war is ... a herald of the last great 
conflict, when the nations shall be gathered at Armageddon.” 20 The 
irony of this situation was also evident in the pages of the Adventist 
evangelistic weekly, the Signs of the Times. In April 1914, the paper 
printed a front-page article that effectively said that the current war 
preparations would end in Armageddon. When the war duly arrived 
six months later, the paper promptly argued that the current conflict 
could not be the final eschatological battle. 21 

The outbreak of the Second World War provided another instance 
of Adventist caution when faced with real crisis. On September 14, 
1939, the president of the church, J. L. McElhany, advised the mem¬ 
bership in the Review that speculating about the outcome of the war 
was “unwise." A little later, F. D. Nichol, associate editor of the church 
paper, reiterated this view in a strongly worded editorial. 22 Yet the 
membership could perhaps be forgiven for being somewhat bewildered 
by these statements. The apocalyptic literature that had continued to 
pour forth from denominational publishing houses in the 1930s had, 
in many respects, conditioned Adventists to expect the next war to be 
Armageddon. As late as 1938, for example, Arthur S. Maxwell, the 
editor of jhe Si^i^LofTihe-Time s, rnrrprtly anticipated the o utbreak of 
hostilfties and declared. “We are sweeping with incredible rapidity to¬ 
ward the final crisis of human affairs.” 23 Indeed, Adventists generally 
dismissed the peace-making efforts of the 1930s as a delusion, so sure 
were they of the final conflict. 2,1 

Perhaps the best example of the deliberate softening of Adventist 
eschatology came with the election in i960 of the Roman Catholic pres¬ 
ident, John F. Kennedy. Although the church had long warned about 
the union of the American nation with the Catholic church, Adventism 
retreated from that position when the prophecy appeared to come true 
in Kennedy’s presidency. An editorial in the Review advised American 
Adventists to give the new president “loyal support” and, quite re¬ 
markably, urged them “to guard against imputing sinister motives to 
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the President every time he takes a step that looks dangerous, as viewed 
from the Adventist prophetic frame of reference .”' 15 Thus, Adventist apoca¬ 
lypticism in the twentieth century proved to be (to reverse its own sym¬ 
bol of America) a dragon that spoke like a lamb. In a sense, however, 
this was a realistic position in view of the fact that events did not turn 
out quite as expected. The two world wars did not produce Armaged¬ 
don; the election of a Catholic president did not produce the universal 
Sunday law. But although the Adventist commentary on world events 
is sometimes strangely muted, it has never fallen completely silent. In¬ 
deed, in the twentieth century, it has moved beyond the horizons of 
nineteeth-century America to include new events unanticipated by El¬ 
len White. Following her death in 1915, the Adventists who wrote about 
final events adapted the church’s eschatology to the changed circum¬ 
stances of the new century. Their apocalyptic vision extended beyond 
the boundaries of the United States and embraced the new order ush¬ 
ered in after 1914: an era of world wars and international politics and 
a world marked by rapid progress in science and technology. 

The broadening of Adventist eschatology was no doubt facilitated by 
the fact that non-American Adventists were now contributing to it. One 
of the promi nent figure s to emerge in this period was the Englishman 
Arthur S. Maxwell, who produced a continuous stream of apocalyptic 
material from the 1920s to the 1960s. Maxwell epitomized the changed 
outlook of Adventists after the First World War. In Christ’s Glorious 
Return (1924), he discussed new signs of the Second Advent: the war 
itself, recent tragedies such as the worldwide flu epidemic of 1918, and 
the shrinking world caused by increased travel and better communi¬ 
cations. He called his era an “incomparable age,” and it was clearly this 
age rather than the age of Mrs. White that he expected to presage the 
Second Coming.” 26 

It was, however, the evangelist John L. Shuler who gave one of the 
clearest indications that the post—World War I generation expected the 
world to end rather differently from their nineteeth-century forebears. 
In The Coming Conflict (ig2g), Shuler listed nine “outstanding move¬ 
ments” that he claimed were “destined to be among the principal fac¬ 
tors in the final scenes of earth’s great drama.” Although Shuler con¬ 
fidently asserted that “prophecy shows that they will all soon come to 
a head . . . for the final world crisis,” the first four of these points 
would have been unrecognizable to Mrs. White or to any Adventist of 
her generation. The four points were: the world peace movement as 
embodied by the League of Nations, the development of new and 
deadly weapons, the rise of Japan and the nations of the Far East, and 
the Zionist movement, which sought to establish a Jewish state in Pal¬ 
estine. All four movements were, of course, very much in the news in 
the 1920s. Only the last five points in Shuler’s list rehearsed the tra¬ 
ditional positions of Adventist eschatology. 27 
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Despite the fact that their eschatological perspective had changed in 
accordance with changing circumstances, Adventists still expected that 
the end would soon occur. They generally agreed that the momentous 
events of the new century amounted to Civilization’s Last Statid, as the 
title of Le Roy Edwin Froom’s book put it in 1928. In the book, Froom 
accurately summarized the Adventist attitude to the changing times: 
“Our vaunted civilization is honeycombed with dry rot; our golden age 
is soon to meet with a crash that will shake it from center to circum¬ 
ference; our prideful civilization is approaching a catastrophe that will 
involve the shipwreck of the world." 28 But perhaps the most pessimistic 
Adventist of this era, and the most certain of Christ’s imminent return, 
was the evangelist Carlyle B. Haynes. Like Arthur Maxwell, Haynes 
produced apocalyptic material at a prodigious rate. In his numerous 
books, he held no hope for civilization and claimed, on more than one 
occasion, that his generation would witness the Second Coming. 29 

After the Second World War, expectations of an i mmed iate Second 
Coming proved more difficult to sustain. However, in the 1970s Ad¬ 
ventist eschatology showed signs of renewal once more. But it was a 
renewal that looked in new directions—away from the interpretation 
of apocalyptic signs toward an understanding of the Advent Hope it¬ 
self. In part, this was a reaction to Adventism’s previous obsession with 
specifying the political details of the time of trouble, but it was also a 
response to Hal Lindsey’s best-selling book, The Late Great Planet Earth, 
published in 1970. Among that book’s many achievements was the deep 
impression jt made on the Adventist church. It would not be an ov¬ 
erstatement to say that virtually”all Adventist literature about final 
events after 1970 was written in reaction to this book or to the dis- 
pensationalism for which it stood. 30 This was particularly seen in the 
work of the theologian Hans K. LaRondelle, who became Adventism’s 
foremost critic of disperisationalist thought in the 1980s. 31 In one sense, 
however, this was ironic, for although Adventists strongly opposed as¬ 
pects of dispensationalism (particularly the rapture theory, which en¬ 
visaged the saints’ secret transportation to heaven), Lindsey’s detailed 
panoramas of the end were not unlike those that characterized earlier 
Adventist apocalyptic. 

The success of Lindsey’s book, however, had the effect of making 
Adventists more reflective. Commenting on the power of The Late Great 
Planet Earth, Sakae Kubo notes that the book 

proves how much people grasp at something that paints the future in detail. 
It is why . . . astrology and fortune telling are so popular. . . . To know what 
will happen in minutest detail before it does gives one a sense of being able 
to control destiny. It fascinates and attracts. Even if what one says is a little bit 
plausible, people will be drawn to it. 52 
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It was during this moment of reflection in 1978 that Kubo himself 
published God Meets Man, which included a pioneering attempt at a 
theology of the Second Advent. In it he refrained from painting the 
future in detail. He was more concerned with the application of the 
Second Advent belief to Christian living. For Kubo it isjhe fact, not 
the timing, of the Second Advent that is important: 

Emphasizing the nearness of the real coming in an almost time-setting way, we 
will continue to develo p a s ense o f d e lay. . . . Disillusionment and careless living 
can result. But God’s plans know no haste or delay. His promises are sure, and 
they will take place in the appointed time. We must live with that f act in mind 
rather than on the basis of the momentary feverish excitement of every passing 
crisis.” 

These thoughts were echoed in Samuele Bacchiocchi’s The Advent Hope 
for Human Hopelessness, a comprehensive theology of the Second Com¬ 
ing published in 1986. Significantly, the book was written partly to 
combat the tendency of writers who, according to Bacchiocchi, showed 
“more interest in formulating timetables . . . leading to and following 
the Second Advent than in helping believers to understand the rele¬ 
vance of the Advent Hope for their lives today.” 34 Although Bacchioc¬ 
chi is prepared to assign to the “signs of the times” slightly more im¬ 
portance than is Kubo, he, too, is con cerned with the certainty of the 
Second Coming rather than its imminence. 

The tendency toward greater introspection can also be seen in the 
way in which Adventists who retained apocalyptic interests adapted to 
the different situation of the 1970s and 1980s. In this period, the object 
of apocalyptic speculation was not a rapidly changing world but what 
seemed to be a rapidly changing church. The most important work in 
this genre was Lewis Walton’s Omega, an Adventist best-seller published 
in 1981. Walton, an Adventist lawyer, revitalized an obscure Ellen 
White prediction concerning an “alpha-omega” heresy, which was made 
in the context of the pantheistic crisis that afflicted Adventism at the 
turn of the century. 35 “Be not deceived,” she had warned the church. 
“Many will depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits and 
doctrines of devils.” Referring to the spread of pantheism, she said: 
“We have now before us the alpha of this danger. The omega will be 
of a most startling nature.” 36 Walton invested the omega with escha¬ 
tological significance. The characteristics of this latter-day heresy, he 
argued, included attacks on the fundamental beliefs of the church, at¬ 
tacks on Ellen White, attacks on the church structure and standards, 
and the attempt to reform thetraditional message of Adventism. 37 This 
was in Fact a description of events occurring in the church in the late 
1970s. What Walton achieved in Omega had a familiar ring to it. He 
transformed new, and from his point of view, dangerous movements 
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into eschatological enemies, just as the pioneers had done a century 
earlier. But for Walton, theenemies of the truth were not outside the 
church but within it. 38 

It is tempting to interpret the shift away from an exclusive concen¬ 
tration on the imminence of the Second Advent as evidence that the 
Adventist church has lost its early apocalyptic enthusiasm. But this 
would be an oversimplification. The problem of the delay of the Sec¬ 
ond Advent and the indifference generated by the delay is not new. It 
was the first problem that confronted the Adventists. Since then, the 
tide of expectation has ebbed and flowed. Following the (n eat Disap¬ 
pointment, the early Adventists faced the fact of the delay, and the 
growth of the church's eschatology was a part of that process. But by 
1856 Mrs. White was writing that delegates at a gathering of Adventists 
at Battle Creek would live to see the return of Jesus. In 1868 she re¬ 
turned to the theme of the delay, but in 1888 the publication of The 
Great Controversy indicated that she was once more reading the times 
and concluding that Christ’s return was very near. In 1901 she again 
responded to the delay, suggesting that the church’s fecklessness in 
proclaiming the gospel was holding up Christ’s return. 151 Adventist 
apocalyptic clearly flowered again during the interwar years, only for 
the postwar church to return to the question of the delay. An attempt 
to deal with the problem was made in the Ellen White compilation 
Evangelism, published in 1946. Several passages were collected together 
under the heading “The Reason for the Delay.” The reasons given fell 
into two main categories: First Christ had not come because his people 
were not ready. Second, he had not come because Adventists had not 
preached the gospel as they had been commissioned to do. There was 
also a suggested solution to the delay: Christ would come just as soon 
as his people perfected their characters and brought the gospel to the 
world. 40 As Mrs. White commented in 1883: “It is true that time has 
continued longer than we expected in the early days of this mes¬ 
sage. . . . But has the word of the Lord failed? Never! It should be 
remembered that the promises and the threatenings of God are alike 
conditional.” 41 

Within the church, the con diti onal nature of the timing of Christ’s 
return became the most accepted explanation of the delay. 12 Its chief 
advocate in modern Adventism is the theologian Herbert E. Douglass. 
In a paper presented at the denomination’s Bible Conference in 1974 
and in his books Why Jesus Waits (1976) and The End (1979), Douglass 
amplified Mrs. White’s theme, particularly the need to perfect Chris¬ 
tian character. He argued that “God will w ait for the matu ring of Chris¬ 
tian ch aracter in a significant number of people as the chief c ondition 
determining those events which affect the time when probation will 
close, and thus the time of the advent.” 43 DouglassThakes'explicit what 
has always been implicit in the church’s eschatology: the connection 
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between the Adventist movement and the end of the world. It is a 
complex relationship. The movement owes its existence to the belief 
that Christ was going to return on October 22, 1844. This conviction 
drew men and women out of the world. The Seventh-day Adventist 
interpretation of the Great Disappointment ensured that at least some 
of the Millerites did not drift back into the mainstream of society but 
continued to stand apart, awaiting their eventual vindication. The elab¬ 
oration of an eschatology that depicted the most prominent opponents 
of the church as demonic beasts perpetuated that sense of isolation. 
The Adventist picture of the Second Advent was of an event that made 
absolute the division between those who repudiated American juris¬ 
diction and worshipped on Saturday and those who obeyed American 
law and observed Sunday worship. In anticipation of this hnal sepa¬ 
ration, Adventists have maintained the distance between themselves 
and the rest of the world. Thus, the Second Coming, although sched¬ 
uled for some unknown time in the future, defines the shape of the 
present. It is retroactive, creating social divisions within the world that 
it will end. 

Yet the timing of the Second Advent is in the control of the move¬ 
ment called upon to await it. The saints must be perfect in readiness 
for heaven; the gospel must be preached throughout the globe. The 
world contains the catalyst of its own destruction; the Adventist church. 
The Second Coming will take place only when Adventists have fulfilled 
the gospel commission and realized God’s perfect ideals. Thus, while 
the end of the world is, for most non-Adventists, an external event 
liable to break unexpectedly into their lives, for Adventists it is an in¬ 
ternal matter, an occurrence integral to the history of the church. The 
majority of humanity endures the Second Advent only long enough to 
register surprise and horror that it is taking place. They experience 
the event only as an ending. But for the Adventists, it is also a new 
beginning as they leave the earth to enter the divine realm. 



CHAPTER 5 


The Divine Realm 


It took the early Christian church almost four centuries to reach agree¬ 
ment on the doctrine of the Trinity. During that time, there was fierce 
controversy about the nature of the three divine Persons, particularly 
the relationship of the Father and the Son. Some, following Al ius, be¬ 
lieved the Son to be the first created being, while others taught that 
Father and Son were of the same substance and coeternal. The latter 
view prevailed and has subsequently been accepted by almost all Chris¬ 
tians, whether Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant. 

Contemporary Seventh-day Adventists are categorical in their affir¬ 
mation of this traditional Christian position. The second of their fun¬ 
damental beliefs asserts that “there is one God: Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit, a unity of three co-eternal Persons.” The nature of God is fur¬ 
ther clarified as being “immortal, all-powerful, all-knowing, above all, 
and ever present.” 1 The doctrine is now deemed to be above discussion. 
“A truly Christian doctrine of God is,” the Adventist theologian Richard 
Rice argues, “unavoidably trinitarian.” 2 And yet in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, Adventists took the opposite view. In the words of one church 
historian, they were “about as un iform in o pp o sing Tri nitari anism as 
they were in advocating belief in the Second Coming.”’ But even then, 
Adventists only knew what they did not believe; some were Arians, 
denying the eternity of the Son, while others were close to orthodoxy. 

In the nineteenth century, this diversity of opinion was facilitated by 
the absence of any fixed statement of beliefs to which it was expected 
that members’ views should conform. As long as Adventists were united 
on the core of their faith, there was some scope for individual opinion 
on other issues. It is thus difficult to know which Adventist writers are 
representative. The problem is compounded by the fact that Adven¬ 
tism’s one authoritative writer, El len White, often appears to synthes ize 
c onflicting views. Because of this lac k of uniformity, it is perhaps more 
helpful to examine not what but how Adventists thought, to explore the 
framework within major ideas developed rather than to try to disen¬ 
tangle every strand of opinion. 
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This chapter looks at the way in which nineteenth-century Adventists 
thought about God. Anti-Trinitarianism was one of several positions 
that reflected the literal understanding of the divine realm revealed by 
Ellen White’s visions. The same literal model also provided the context 
for Adventist views on the nature of the atonement and the heavenly 
sanctuary. The doctrine of the Trinity was eventually accepted when 
an alternative, spiritual conception of divine activity became influential 
toward the end of the century. The history of ideas about God seems 
to follow a dialectical pattern. Two complementary models emerged 
after the Great Disappointment, neither of which provided the com¬ 
plete account of the Trinity that their eventual synthesis made possible. 

Even in her first vision, which describes the saints’ entry into heaven, 
Ellen White’s description of the divine realm included elements char¬ 
acteristic of the early Adventist understanding of God. Although her 
description uses common Christian symbols, unusual emphases are also 
apparent. There is, for example, a marked, almost military concentra¬ 
tion on order. The 144,000 stand in formation; they march rather than 
walk. Jesus welcomes those who have “stood stiffly,” like soldiers, for 
truth. The saints are differentiated by their uniform—martyrs have a 
red border on their robes—and by their insignia of achievement. 
“Some of them had very bright crowns, others not so bright. Some 
crowns appeared heavy with stars while others had but a few.” 1 Despite 
these inequalities, discipline prevails. “All,” Ellen White assured her 
readers, “were perfectly satisfied with their crowns.” 5 All, too, could 
have the satisfaction of seeing their salvation confirmed in writing: 
their names were engraved, in letters of gold, on tables of stone within 
the temple. 6 The New Jerusalem revealed in this vision is not a place 
of unrestrained luxury, still less of ill-defined piety. It is a city of or¬ 
ganized grandeur, carefujly planned, even down to the golden shelves 
provided in every home for the crowns of the saints. 7 Nothing has been 
left to chance. The sinful world is characterized by darkness and dis¬ 
order; the New Earth, by decorum. As Ellen White wrote some years 
later, “In heaven there is perfect order, perfect obedience, perfect 
peace and harmony.” 8 

At the apex of the heavenly formation is the Godhead, the Father 
and Son. Although she does not go as far as Joseph Smith who taught 
that God the Father had a human body, Ellen White leaves little doubt 
that both Father and Son are material beings. Jesus stands “head and 
shoulders above the saints and above the angels,” with white, curly hair 
down to his shoulders. 9 As for God the Father, Ellen White asked Jesus 
“if his Father was a person and had a form like Himself.” To which 
Jesus replied, “I am in the express image of My Father’s person ."' 0 Jesus 
also shares with his Father a multitude of royal appellations. As king, 
monarch, sovereign, and ruler, the Godhead holds sway over the uni¬ 
verse. Where the Father and Son are distinguished, the Father is de- 
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scribed as the owner or proprietor of the universe, and the Son, as “a 
prince in the royal courts of heaven.”" 

The Godhead is brought into sharper focus in Mrs. White’s account 
of Satan’s fall. She wrote that the devil’s revolt against divine law was 
occasioned by Satan’s unwillingness to accept Jesus’ position as God's 
coruler. Although Satan (then known as Lucifer) was “a high and ex¬ 
alted angel, next in honour to God’s dear Son,” he became jealous of 
the status conferred on Christ. Eventually the devil rebelled after en¬ 
listing many angels to his cause. In the ensuing battle, Jesus defeated 
Satan and his followers and expelled them from heaven. This mass 
expulsion created vacancies in the heavenly society. These vacancies, 
according to Mrs. White, will be filled by the saints at the Second Com¬ 
ing . 12 

In his capacity as the “mighty commander of the hosts of heaven,” 
Jesus is identified, contrary to Christian tradition, as Michael the arch¬ 
angel . 13 Although otherwise differentiated from the angels, Christ ap¬ 
peared, according to Ellen White, in the form of an angel on various 
occasions in the Old Testament. The angels themselves are envisaged 
as glorious beings, possessed of intelligence a little higher than that of 
Adam and Eve." With the departure of Satan, Gabriel now stands next 
in honor to the Son of God, ir ’ and himself conveys messages of partic¬ 
ular importance to mankind. But the bearing of messages is just one 
of the angels’ tasks. Some record the deeds of men; others sing in the 
heavenly choir; many act as guardians to men, while the cherubim and 
seraphim minister in the heavenly sanctuary. Some have especially de¬ 
manding tasks: “The very highest angels in the heavenly courts are 
appointed to work out the prayers which ascend to God for the ad¬ 
vancement of the cause of God. Each angel has his particular post of 
duty which he is not permitted to leave for any other place.”"’ All these 
duties form part of “the great conflict going on between invisible agen¬ 
cies, the controversy between loyal and disloyal angels .” 17 When not 
actively engaged in this struggle, the angels act as observers. At Jesus’ 
arrest on earth, prior to his crucifixion, “many companies of holy an¬ 
gels, each with a tall commanding angel at their head, were sent to 
witness the scene .” 18 

Less exalted than the angels are the inhabitants of other worlds who, 
unlike human beings, did not fall into sin. (Mrs. White believed that 
God created other beings on other planets who, unlike Adam and Eve, 
resisted the devil when he also tried to tempt them to disobey God.) 
The unfallen worlds, in contrast to the angels, enjoy only observer sta¬ 
tus in the great controversy, acting as a kind of chorus, watching and 
being edified by the drama of redemption. Ellen White visited one such 
world in an early vision and reported that “the inhabitants of the place 
were of all sizes; they were noble, majestic, and lovely .” 19 

Rarely are all the orders of heavenly being described together. When 
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they are, as in Ellen White’s description of Christ’s reception in heaven 
on his ascension, they constitute the full court of heaven: 

There is the throne, and around it the rainbow of promise. There are cherubim 
and seraphim. The commanders of the angel hosts, the sons of God, the rep¬ 
resentatives of the unfallen worlds, are assembled. The heavenly council before 
which Lucifer had accused God and his Son, the representatives of those sinless 
realms over which Satan had thought to establish his dominion—all are there 
to welcome the Redeemer. They are eager to celebrate His triumph and to 
glorify their King. 1 ’" 

Ellen White described heav en as a monarchy and emphasized the sim¬ 
ilarities between the heavenly court and that of an earthly monarch. 
With her preference for literal language, it was easy for others to con¬ 
ceive of the Son as subordinate to the Father, as a prince to a king. 
But that conclusion might not have been drawn by her contemporaries 
if it had not been for the influence of spiritualism, which impelled 
Adventists to use literal concepts to the virtual exclusion of spiritual 
understanding. 

The early Adventists felt an urgent need to distinguish themselves 
from spiritualists. Their writings are replete with vigorous denuncia¬ 
tions of spiritualism as “the masterpiece of Satan,” and they vehemently 
rejected allegations that they were themselves spiritualists.' 2 ' Today the 
possibility of confusing the two movements seems remote, but in the 
1840s and 1850s, the two groups stood back to back. There was an 
obvious proximity in geography. The mysterious rappings that sparked 
the growth of spiritualism occurred in the Fox household in Hydesville 
near Rochester. Between May 6, 1852, and Oct 30, 1855, the Review 
was published in Rochester, the very town from which spiritualism had 
emanated. M rs. White had spoken with dead Millerites in her fir st 
vision. 2 ' 2 She, of course, regarded the purported communications of the 
deceased as resulting from the deception of evil angels, and her own 
experience as different. (She had been taken in vision to the New Je¬ 
rusalem; the dead had not spoken to her on earth as spirits.) But the 
distinction was one that could easily be missed by a casual observer. 

However, it was not simply that Adventists and spiritualists lived in 
the same town and had superficially, similar experiences. There were 
also “spiritualizers” within Adventism who had associations with the 
Shakers, a communitarian sect that had been visited by the spirits of 
the dead since 1837. Their practices and beliefs paralleled those of the 
Shakers themselves: they were highly introverted; they frequently 
shouted and fell on the floor during worship; some adopted the Shaker 
habit of crawling around on all fours; others espoused the Shaker view 
that Christ was a spirit. 23 Some of these practices were defended by the 
Whites; others, criticized. W hile Tlj.en resolutely argued in favo r of e c- 
static worship, both she and James firmly opposed any suggestion that 
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the Second Advent had already taken place as a spiritual event. 21 It 
was specifically in order to distinguish herself from those spiritualizers 
who beliesed Christ to be a spirit that Mrs. White emphasized the ma¬ 
terial reality of Jesus’ Person. Jame s White went further, and in his 
eagerness to establish the literal hierarchy of heaven, he denied the 
doctrine of the Trinity. In a letter to the Day Star in January 1846, he 
argued that the spiritualizers came to their beliefs by "using the old 
unscriptural trinitarian creed, viz., that Jesus Christ is the eternal God, 
though they have not one passage to support it, while we have plain 
scripture testimony in abundance that he is the Son of the eternal 
God.” 25 His arguments did not impress Enoch Jacobs, the editor of the 
paper. In the same year, he followed the example of many other Mil- 
lerites in renouncing Adventism to enter a Shaker commune. 21 ’ 

Such defections only served to confirm James White’s suspicions. In 
1852 he again denounced “the old J.rinuariiur-absurxiity that Jesus 
Christ is the very and^Eternal God.” 27 But it was Uriah Smith, White’s 
successor as the editor of the Review, who became the most vigorous 
exponent of A rianism . In 1865 Smith commented that “an expression 
which signifies complete eternity, past and future,” “can be applicable 
only to God, the Father." This language, he concluded, “is never ap¬ 
plied to Christ.” 28 Smith continued to hold an Arian or semi-Arian 
position for the rest of his life. He was not alone. |. H. Wagg oner, 
editor of the den ominati on’ s Signs, of the Times, was unequiv ocal in as¬ 
serting that Christ was God only in a sense_subo rdi nate to the Father. 29 
With Adventism’s most articulate spokesmen so implacably opposed to 
the doctrine of the T rinity, it is unsurprising that a recent resear cher 
was forced to conclude that he was “unable to discover any evidence 
that ‘many were Trinitarians’ before 1898, nor has there been found 
any Trinitarian declaration written, prior to that date, by an Adventist 
writer, other than Ellen G. White.” 80 

Adventist resistance to Trinitarianism was grounded in an under¬ 
standing of the divine realm as a hiera rchical cour t and spurred by the 
need to define Jesus as a distinct person. Both of these elements were 
also present in the development of Adventism’s distinctive doctrine of 
the sanctuary. The idea was originally presented by O. R. L. Crosier 
in the Day Star extra of February 7, 1846. He suggested that the ap¬ 
propriate referent of the “sanctuary” in Daniel 8:14 could only be the 
sanctuary in heaven. 31 On October 22, 1844, Jesus had simply moved 
from the Holy to the Most Holy apartments. This much had already 
been vouchsafed to Crosier’s friend Hi ram E dson in a vision on the 
morning after the Great Disappointment. The complex question that 
Crosier broached was that of Jesus’ purpose in making this transition. 
He argued that Jesus entered into the Most Holy Place in order to 
perform two ceremonial functions. In his capacity as high priest, he 
entered in order to carry out an act of atonement prefigured by the 
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annual national rite performed by the Levitical priesthood for the blot¬ 
ting out of Israel’s sins. In his role as bridegroom, Jesus entered to be 
wedded to his bride, the New Jerusalem. Both of these ceremonies were 
necessary before the Second Advent so that the saved could be brought 
guiltless to heaven and the wedding formalities could be completed by 
the time the saints arrived to share the feast. 

Crosier’s account, with its focus on the proper performance of cer¬ 
emonial duties, fitted harmoniously with the thought of Ellen White. 
While Crosier’s article explained why Jesus had failed to return to earth 
on October 22, 1844, it did not explain further delay. Neither an act 
of ritual purification nor a wedding would normally be expected to 
last for years. However, in the mid 1850s, J. N. Loughborough and 
Uriah Smith developed an idea that easily accounted for an extended 
delay. 32 This concept, known as the “investigative judgment,” was ex¬ 
pounded at length by Ellen White in the Great Controversy. The court 
of the King has temporarily been transformed into a court of law. God 
the Father presides as the “Ancient of Days,” while Satan acts as pros¬ 
ecutor and Jesus as counsel for the defence. The angels are interested 
spectators. Commencing with “those who first lived upon the earth,” 
the court deals with “each successive generation and closes with the 
living. Every name is mentioned, every case closely investigated.” (The 
court is only concerned with professed believers. The investigation of 
the wicked, as discussed in the previous chapter, takes place during the 
millennium.) The procedure is methodical. All the evidence is written 
in three books of heaven: a book of life in which the names of professed 
Christians are registered, a book of remembrance in which their good 
deeds are recorded, and a book in which “opposite each name ... is 
entered with terrible exactness every wrong word, every selfish act, 
every unfulfilled duty, and every secret sin, with every artful dissem¬ 
bling.” If Jesus is able to show that the people Satan accused have 
repented of their sins, the record is blotted out. If not, the name of 
the sinner is blotted out from the book of life. This laborious process, 
Ellen White argues, began on October 22, 1844, and is necessary so 
that the saints are separated from their sins in time for the Second 
Advent. 33 

The sanctuary doctrine explained the Great Disappointment, and its 
emphasis on the literal details of celestial geography and personnel 
provided a further bulwark against spiritualistic interpretations of the 
divine realm. It dovetailed neatly with Ellen White’s conception of a 
spiritual struggle between opposing hierarchies of good and evil. The 
investigative judgment brings the Advocate and the adversary of man 
face to face. It presents the great controversy in microcosm. In so 
doing, it represents God the Father as above the dispute between Christ 
and Satan. It is a picture that, although not designed for the purpose, 
could not but feed the Arian tendencies in Adventist Christology. 
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The model of heaven as a hierarchical realm bound together the 
doctrine of the sanctuary and anti-Trinitarianism into a system of belief 
that, with its delineation of the literal functions of divine persons, 
served as an obstacle to any reappearance of “spiritualizers” or spirit¬ 
ualists in Adventism. There was one further doctrinal element in the 
package: a unique understanding of the atonement. 

In keeping with her account of the origin of sin as a rebellion against 
divine law, Ellen White believed that redemption could only come 
through a vindication of that law. As she wrote in 1858: “I saw that it 
was impossible for God to alter or change his law to save lost, perishing 
man; therefore he suffered his beloved Son to die for man’s transgres¬ 
sions.” Angels had offered to give their lives, but they lacked the status 
necessary for the task, for “the transgression was so great that an angel’s 
life would not pay t he debt.” 3-1 Redemption was thus necessary because 
of the legal structur e of divine government, but it could only be ef¬ 
fected through the direct interaction of divine persons. Accordingly, 
on the day of his resurrection, Christ was not informed of his triumph 
by an angelic intermediary but “quickly ascended to his Father to hear 
from his lips that he accepted the sacrifice, and to receive all power 
in heaven and upon earth.” 35 

However according to Mrs. White’s fellow believers, the atonement 
had not yet begun. Christ’s sacrifice was, like the sacrifices of the Is¬ 
raelites, not itself considered an atonement. In A Declaration of Fun¬ 
damental Principles of the Seventh-Day Adventists published in 1872 as “a 
brief statement of what is, and has been, with great unanimity, held by 
them,” it was stated that the atonement “so far from being made on 
the cross, which was but the offering of the sacrifice, is the very last 
portion of his work as priest.” 36 In other words, the atonement began 
on October 22, 1844. This was certainly a radical departure from tra¬ 
ditional Christianity, but it was entirely in keeping with a model of the 
universe in which heaven is the hub of redemptive activity and in which 
it is most fitting that the final obliteration of sin should be made in 
the same place as its origin, the court of heaven. 

The picture of heaven as a royal hierarchy served as the framework 
within which distinctive Adventist doctrinal positions were developed. 
It was the dominant model for the Adventist understanding of the 
divine for at least forty years, but it was not the only model. There 
was an alternative picture of divine activity that focused on the member 
of the Trinity omitted from the hierarchy of heaven, the Holy Spirit. 
It had never been possible to exclude all spiritual ideas. Mrs. White 
might not encounter spirits in heaven, but she entered vision through 
the power of the Holy Spirit. In her first vision, she wrote that “the 
Holy Ghost fell upon me, and I seemed to be rising higher and higher, 
far above the dark world.” 37 At meetings both before and after 1844, 
she would, along with those with whom she worshipped, be overcome 
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with the power of God, falling to the floor, “sl ain by the Spiri t.” 38 As 
late as i860, James White Jiad similar experiencesTln a letter to his 
wife, he related how, when visiting some believers, “I fell upon my face, 
and cried and groaned under the power of God. Brethren Sanborn 
and Ingraham felt about the same. We all lay on the floor under the 
power of God.” 39 

Some account had to be given of the force that the Adventists ex¬ 
perienced on these occasions. One thing was clear: the power was dif¬ 
fused; it affected groups as well as individuals. Ellen White describes 
one such occasion: 

While the large family of Brother P. were engaged in prayer at their own 
house, the Spirit of God swept through the room and prostrated the kneeling 
suppliants. My father came in soon after and found them all both parents and 
children, helpless under the power of the Lord . 10 

The language in which these experiences were described emphasized 
the feeling of being submerged. “The power came down like a mighty, 
rushing wind, the room was filled with the glory of God, and I was 
swallowed up in the glory,” Mrs. White wrote in.j.848. 41 Three years 
later, she described a similar experience as having been a “deep plunge 
in the glory.” 42 

Here then was the basis for an understanding of the divine, com¬ 
plementary to that of a heavenly hierarchy—an understanding that 
gave full weight to the collective experience of believers and empha¬ 
sized the immanence, rather than the transcendence, of God. The Holy 
Spirit was naturally the focus of this interest. Thought of as “a mys¬ 
terious influence emanating from the Father and the Son, their rep¬ 
resentative and the medium of their power,”' 13 the Spirit could be seen 
as diffusing God’s presence on a wide scale. The Spirit could be with¬ 
drawn from mankind as a whole, as it had been before the Noachian 
flood, or from a particular nation, as it had been from the French at 
the Revolution. 44 Among Christians, however, the Spirit should be om¬ 
nipresent. It was, wrote Ellen White, “to animate and pervade the 
whole church.” 45 

Just as the hierarchical model had differentiated Adventists from 
other former Millerites who interpreted the divine realm in spiritual 
terms, so the concern with the Spirit distinguished Adventists from 
their more formal associates who had given up the Shut-Door theology 
and did not enjoy ecstatic worship. In 1845 James White described how 
he felt sandwiched between these two groups: 

While the Spiritualizers are pouring in one side, inducing some to “deny the 
only Lord God and our Savior Jesus Christ,” on the other hand. Brethren J. 
and C. H. Pearson, and E. C. Clemons have given up the shut door, and are 
doing all they can to drag others to outer darkness . 16 
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The Open-Door Adventists were viewed as “cold and formal, like the 
nominal churches." Ellen White warned against the “fanatics” who dab¬ 
bled in mesmerism and spiritualism, but she also denounced formal 
worshippers who “would be as forward as the Pharisees were to have 
the disciples silenced.” These people, who had themselves formerly 
“shouted aloud for joy in view of the immediate coming of the Lord,” 
now accused Adventists of “Fanaticism." What they lacked was the 
Spirit, the power of God in their hearts. 17 

As ecst atic w orship de clined within the Adventist community, the 
emphasis on the Spirit shifted. Although still understood as diffusing 
the presence of God, the Spirit was pictured less as an ocean into which 
the worshipper was plunged and more as a fire that purified the in¬ 
dividual believer of sin. 18 In this view, the practical distinction between 
the models of hierarchy and diffusion became apparent. In the hier¬ 
archical model, God communicates with man through a chain of com¬ 
mand. As Ellen White wrote: “The angels of God are ever passing from 
earth to heaven, and from heaven to earth. . . . And it is through Christ, 
by the ministration of His heavenly messengers, that every blessing 
comes from God to us.” 19 On this account, the presence of God is not 
communicated directly, but through a series of intermediaries. The op¬ 
posite is true of the other model, in which “the Holy Spirit is Christ’s 
representative, but divested of the personality of humanity, and in¬ 
dependent thereof.” Thus, “by the Spirit the Savior would be accessible 
to all.” 50 Not only could the Spirit bring the believer into direct contact 
with the divine, it could do something that angels as distinct, individual 
beings could not do—enter the human soul. “The Holy Spirit,” wrote 
Ellen White, “is the breath of spiritual life in the soul . . . the impar- 
tation of the life of Christ. It imbues the receiver with the attributes 
of Christ.” 51 

The two models of divine activity seem to coexist quite easily within 
the writings of Ellen White. They did not always do so within the Ad¬ 
ventist Church. The conflict came to a head in 1888 at an Adventist 
conference in Minneapolis. The emphasis on the impartation of the 
Spirit and the-power-of t he in- dwelling Christ to promote a victorious 
life, presented by E. J. Waggoner and A. T. Jones, seemed to under¬ 
mine the supremacy of God’s law upheld by Uriah Smith and others. 
Although the debate focused on the nature of salvation rather than 
the nature of God, it polarized attitudes toward the divine as well. Most 
significant, however, was the impetus the 1888 conference gave to 
those who wished to interpret more radically the model of a diffused 
divine presence. 52 

One such extreme deviation was t he Holy Flesh movement. In 1900 
an Adventist evangelist in Indiana, S/Sk Davies, began to teach that 
when Jesus passed through his agony in the Garden of Gethsemane, 
he was given “holy flesh” such as Adam had possessed before the fall. 
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The believer, Davies argued, could undergo a similar experience, the 
physical manifestation of which involved falling helpless to the floor. 
On revival, those who had undergone this experience were thought to 
have “holy flesh” and be unable to die until the coming of Christ.” 
This belief was an eccentric extrapolation of Mrs. White’s emphasis on 
the purification of the soul. She had written that “through the agency 
of the Holy Spirit man becomes a partaker of the divine nature.”” The 
Holy Flesh movement took this literally, but Ellen White deemed their 
interpretation fanatical. She did, however, recognize that the move¬ 
ment had something in common with the Adventism of the 1840s. But 
by 1901 her attitude toward ecstatic^rel igio n had cha nged . Even in the 
1840s, she had bee n skept ical about crawling on the floor or rolling 
like a hoop, but now in her seventies, she had also become dubious 
about shouting and being felleU by_the Spirit in general. In the 1840s 
Adventists Rad "distinguished themselves from extreme ecstatic ele¬ 
ments not so much by the sobriety of their own worship as the devel¬ 
opment of a distinctive and literal theology of the kingdom of heaven. 
In 1900 the primary means of distancing the Holy Flesh movement 
was by insisting on calm and orderly worship. As Mrs. White now re¬ 
marked, “The Holy Spirit never reveals Ttsel f in ... a bedlam of 
noise.” 55 4 / 

With the passing of half a century, a great deal had changed in Ad¬ 
ventism. In 1850 Adventists had had some similarity to spiritualists in 
worship but held a very different theology. In 1900 their conduct was 
more orderly but their theology now had more in common with Spir¬ 
itualism. Both AdventTstsTancTSpiritualists developed an interest in na¬ 
ture. The spiritualist Dr. Asaph Bemis Child had written in 1 861 that 
“on every gigantic leaf of Nature’s book, God’s own finger has written 
in indelible lines, every word of which is unalterable Truth.” 56 In 1903 
Mrs. White had similar th oughts: “Upon eve ry page of the_greaTvbfc 
ume of His created works may sti ll be tra ced His handwriting. Nature 
still speaks of her Creator.” 57 

Without a strong incentive to insist on the transcendence of God, the 
diffused understanding of the divine presence began to develop toward 
pantheism. Mrs. White opposed the heresy, but once again it was only 
an extrapolation of ideas she herself had aired. The question of panthe¬ 
ism arose as a crucial one in the church’s dispute with John Harvey 
Kellogg. Ellen White admitted that “a mysterious life pervades all na¬ 
ture,” 58 but Kellogg in The Living Temple went one small step further, 
writing, “there is present in the tree a power which creates and main¬ 
tains it, a tree-maker in the tree, a flower-maker in the flower ... an 
infinite divine, though invisible Presence.” 59 Kellogg was not the only 
prominent Adventist to be inclined toward pantheism. W. W. Prescott, 
a leading educator, apparently at one stage considered a tree “the ac¬ 
tual body of Christ.” 60 . " 
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The roots of Adventist pantheism are not difficult to trace. 1 1 reu¬ 
nited two streams of thought that the divine hierarchy theology had 
separated fifty years before. Within the church, the source of the 
stream had been the experience of the Spirit in ecstatic worship, which 
had prompted a theology of the Spirit and a concentration on the in¬ 
fusion of Christ’s presence into the soul. Those who had left Adventism 
in the 1840s believing in a spiritual Second Advent had often found 
their way into groups having a Swedenborgian conception of the world 
as a place in which the material and spiritual coexisted. It was a Swed¬ 
enborgian, Warren Evens, who cofounded the New Thought move¬ 
ment, which held that through control of the intelligent properties in 
matter, disease could be overcome. 01 Although Kellogg specifically de¬ 
nied having read any New Thought literature, his conviction that every 
cell contained a divine presence was one echoed in New Thought prin¬ 
ciples. 02 

Thus, in the pantheism dispute as well, the church had returned to 
uncertainties of the post 1844 period. Realizing this, the Adventist 
leader S. N. Haskell appealed to the doctrine of the sanctuary as the 
chief obstacle to the wholescale acceptance of pantheistic theories. 0:1 El¬ 
len White, too, was quick to recognize the appearance of old heresies. 
Like Haskell, she had no doubt as to which traditions of Adventism 
Kellogg opposed. Having explained why Kellogg could never lead the 
church, she gave a resounding reaffirmation of belief in the heavenly 
monarchy: “I write this that all may know that there is no controversy 
among Seventh-day Adventists over the question of leadership. The 
Lord God of Heaven is our King.” 04 It was the old hierarchical theology 
that was invoked to defeat Kellogg, but it was transformed in the pro¬ 
cess. The concern with salvation that had motivated Jones and Wag¬ 
goner was not entirely forgotten. The pantheistic implication of their 
ideas had been repudiated; their emphasis on immanence remained. 
But now the focus was shifted from the process of sanctification to the 
person of the Sanctifier. Ellen White’s masterpiece, The Desire of Ages, 
published in 1898, had at last managed to convey her own Christ-cen¬ 
tered religious experience to a wide audience. The book had taken a 
firm stand on the full divinity and eternity of Jesus while encouraging 
meditation on his earthly life. 

This concentration on Christ was given more systematic treatment 
by W. W. Prescott in his textbook The Doctrine of Christ, published in 
1920. His presentation exemplified the desire for consensus rather 
than controversy, which then motivated the church. While avoiding 
discussion of such potentially sensitive areas as the doctrine of the Trin¬ 
ity, Prescott affirmed the centrality of Christ to every part of salvation 
history. Urging readers to “receive him as ‘the way, the truth, and the 
life,’ ” Prescott implied that if Christ was experienced “in the life, 
merely abstract theology” would look after itself. 05 
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As it turned out, the church leadership looked after systematic the¬ 
ology. In 1931 the “Fundamental Beliefs of Seventh-Day Adventists” 
were formulated for publication in the church’s yearbook. The state¬ 
ment of belief hardly represented a groundswell of opinion. It was 
formulated by four carefully chosen officials and published without 
consultation with the church’s full governing authority. 66 For the first 
time, the church officially proclaimed its belief in the doctrine of the 
Trinity. There was no significant dissent. The two models of divine 
activity had been made redundant in the 1920s by the overwhelming 
concentration on the person of Christ in the salvation experience. 
Other things had changed as well. Before her death in 1915, the church 
had enjoyed the guidance of Ellen White. While that lasted, there was 
little need for creeds or formulas; the church had united around an 
individual rathe r than a set of stateme nts. 

Another factor that made the two pictures of God seem outmoded 
was the disappearance of the social situation that had stimulated their 
development. In the 1840s Adventists had been positioned between the 
“formal brethren” on the one side and spiritualizing fanatics on the 
other. The two models had served as a means of differentiating Ad¬ 
ventist thinking from that of other groups adjacent on the religious 
spectrum of the time. Almost a century later, the situation had been 
reversed; the catalyst for theological activity was now the desire to align 
with fundamentalism against modernist Christianity. As the procedures 
followed in the adoption of the 1931 Fundamental Beliefs demonstrate, 
the church sought to establish a platform from which to approach the 
world and thus attempted to forestall internal debate. 

Despite this, the hierarchical mod el of .the divin e realm did not be¬ 
come completel y redundant. In the 1970s the theologian Graham Max¬ 
well used it as a framework wit hin wh ich To develop a uniquely Ad- 
ventlsTTmc lerstandirig of salvation history . ^Maxwell followed Ellen 
White in presenting evil as originating in Satan’s unwillingness to accept 
the hierarchical social arrangements of heaven. Because Satan charged 
God with acting unjustly, his immediate execution would only have 
appeared to confirm his accusation that God was arbitrary and dicta¬ 
torial: “The universe had never seen death. It was not yet apparent 
that death was the inevitable consequence of sin. There was danger 
that the universe would assume that God had executed His enemies, 
that onlooking beings would thus be led to obey Him out of fear.” 67 
To demonstrate that death was the result of sin yet not a capricious 
injustice, God gave up his own Son: “Christ died primarily to prove 
the righteousness of God in the great controversy. . . . With this su¬ 
preme demonstration of God’s righteousness all questions about His 
character and government were settled throughout the universe. God 
had won His case.” 68 

Max wel l transformed the picture of the heavenly court. Man was not 
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on trial, but God was: “He was inviting the universe to test even His 
claims and to believe only what proved to be true.” 69 The jury is com¬ 
posed of both the unfallen and the fallen citizens of the universe. For 
men, a positive decision in favor of God secures salvation. Although 
Maxwell’s picture of t he universe suggested a presidential democracy 
in which God required popular support rather than a feudal monarchy, 
he stood securely within the Adventist tradition, which finds in the 
structure of heavenly society a means of understanding the human con¬ 
dition. However, in his willingness to take man out of the dock, Maxwell 
revealed the influence of the contemporary debate in Adventism in 
which the focus had shifted from heaven to earth. 



CHAPTER 6 


The Human Condition 


In the book. Questions on Doctrine , church leaders published the answers 
they gave to the Baptist Walter Martin and the Presbyterian Donald 
Barnhouse, who posed questions on Adventist beliefs between 1955 and 
1956. In an article on Seventh-day Adventism published in 1956, Mar¬ 
tin considered four doctrines that Adventists were presumed to hold: 

1. The atonement of Christ was not completed on the cross. 

2. Salvation is the result of grace plus the works of the law. 

3. The Lord Jesus Christ was a created being, not from all eternity. 

4. Christ partook of man’s sinful fallen nature at the incarnation. 1 

He concluded that “to charge the majority of Adventists today with 
holding these heretical views is unfair, inaccurate, and decidedly unchris¬ 
tian !” 2 On the question of the eternity of Christ, Martin’s assessment 
was probably accurate. The issue had not been discussed in twentieth- 
century Adventism, and with the elimination of Arian statements from 
the 1944 edition of Uriah Smith’s classic Daniel and Revelation, anti- 
Trinitarianism had quietly been consigned to history. 3 But on the other 
three topics, Martin’s judgment was premature. From the publication 
of Questions on Doctrine in 1957 until the 1980s, the atonement, the 
inca rnatio n, and the nature of salvation have bee n the subj ectsoTcbn- 
stant debate wit hin the Advent ist church . 4 

That Martin misjudged the measure of agreement within Adventism 
is undeniable. His mistake was to accept uncritically the arguments that 
were later published in Questions of Doctrine. On the Adventist side, the 
dialogue with Martin and Barnhouse was viewed as an exercise in pub¬ 
lic relations. There was little attempt to give full weight to Adventist 
history, still less to consult the existing membership. LeRoy Edwin 
Froom, one of the authors of Questions on Doctrine, saw the meetings as 
“changing the impaired image of Adventism.” 5 This goal was achieved 
but at the price of a protracted and bitter dispute within the church 
itself. To understand the significance of this debate, it is necessary to 
examine the interrelationships among several doctrinal areas. This 
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chapter will review three decades of argument about the atonement, 
incarnation, and salvation in the light of the Adventist understanding 
of the nature of man. 

The first Adventist statement of belief, the Declaration of 1872, de¬ 
nied jhat the atonement began on the cross. In Questions on Doctrine , 
the atonement is presented as having been completed on the cross. 6 In 
the intervening period, it was generally believed that the atonement 
began on the cross and completed in the heavenly sanctuary. Ellen 
White put it thus: “The intercession of Christ in man’s behalf in the 
sanctuary above is as essential to the plan of salvation as was His death 
upon the cross. By His death He began that work which after His 
resurrection he ascended to complete in heaven.” 7 For her, there was 
little distinction between the function of Christ’s death and his heavenly 
ministry. He “died jo make a n atoning sacrifice for our sins” and is 
now “our interceding High Priest, making an atoning sacrifice for us.” H 
In Questions on Doctrine this belief is reinterpreted. The authors advise 
that “when, therefore, one hears an Adventist say, or reads in Adventist 
literature—even in the writings of Ellen G. White—that Christ is mak¬ 
ing atonement now, it should be understood that we mean simply that 
Christ is now maki ng application of the benefits of the sacrificial atonement 
He made on the cross.'”* 

The distinction is subtle. First, the atonement is made, then its ben¬ 
efits are mediated. Both elements are part of the work of salvation, 
but only the first, according to Questions on Doctrine , is in itself an act 
of atonement. In Adventist theology, the difference was far from triv¬ 
ial, for the doctrine of the sanctuary had been developed by O. R. L. 
Crosier on the understanding that Christ “did not begin the work of 
making the atonement, whatever the nature of that work may be, till 
after his ascension, when by his own blood he entered his heavenly 
sanctuary for us.” IH In order to show that October 22, 1844, marked 
a second phase of Christ’s heavenly ministry, Crosier argued that there 
were exact parallels between Christ’s work and that of the Old Testa¬ 
ment priesthood. Questions on Doctrine made the analogy a great deal 
less exact. For although it refers to the period since 1844 as “the an¬ 
titypical day of Atonement,” it scrupulously avoids reference to Christ’s 
atoning work in the sanctuary. 11 Questions on Doctrine left the doctrine 
of the sanctuary intact, but it began to erode its foundations. What was 
intended to be merely a cosmetic change ended up disturbing the equi¬ 
librium of the entire Adventist theological system. 

A similar pattern may be seen to have resulted from the account of 
the incarnation given in response to the question “What do Adventists 
understand by Christ’s use of the title ‘Son of Man’?” 12 Reassuring Mar¬ 
tin and Barnhouse that Adventists believed in the incarnation “in com¬ 
mon with all true Christians,” the authors of Questions on Doctrine went 
on to emphasize that “in His human nature Christ was perfect and 
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sinless,” being “exempt from the inherited passions and pollutions that 
corrupt the natural descendants of Adam.” 13 

Such statements appeared to contradict Ellen White’s belief that “Je¬ 
sus accepted humanity when the race had been weakened by four thou¬ 
sand years of sin. Like every child of Adam He accepted the results of 
the working of the great law of heredity. What these results were is 
shown in the history of His earthly ancestors.” 11 In Questions on Doctrine , 
it is argued that “these weaknesses, frailties, infirmities, failings are 
things which we, with our sinful fallen natures, have to bear,” but that 
“Christ bore all this vicariously, just as vicariously He bore the iniquities 
of us all.” 15 Here again, the distinctions are subtle: the differences be¬ 
tween the human nature of Adam before the fall and the nature of 
man after the fall and between the vicarious and the inherent posses¬ 
sion of human frailty may seem relatively unimportant. But M. L. An- 
dreasen, the veteran theologian, realized that within the context of Ad¬ 
ventist theology, they were not. If Christ was exempt from human 
frailty, he could not truly be man’s exemplar in keeping the law: “Only 
as Christ placed himself on the level of the humanity He had come to 
save, could He demonstrate to men how to overcome their infirmities 
and passions.” 16 

If Christ had an unfair advantage, how could man be expected to 
follow his example in living a perfect life? The problem was particularly 
acute, as perfection had been suggested by Ellen White as the goal of 
the Adventist people: “While our great High Priest is making the atone¬ 
ment for us, we should seek to become perfect in Christ.” 17 Her call 
to perfection was urgent: “Jesus does not change the character at His 
coming. The work of transformation must be done now.” 1H The road 
to perfection could seem long and hard, all the more so if Christ was 
believed to have traversed it with a headstart. The feeling that there 
was an unbridgeable gulf between human sinfulness and the need for 
perfection was a source of concern to Robert Brinsmead, the Australian 
dissident. He describes how, when at college in the 1950s, “very few 
people that I questioned had any real buoyant hope of being able to 
pass the scrutiny of the soon-coming judgment of the living . . . most 
lived in real fear and dread of the judgment, having no way of knowing 
how to be ready except to ‘try harder by God’s grace’ and to hope that 
such judgment would not come too soon.” 10 Brinsmead’s answer to this 
problem was to emphasize the miraculous infusion of perfection 
through the cleansing of the heavenly sanctuary. This perfection 
would, he believed, sustain the saints after the close of probation. 20 

Questions on Doctrine had made perfection seem a remote possibility. 
Brinsmead vigorously reasserted not only the possibility but the neces¬ 
sity of perfection. In this he concentrated on the subjective experience 
of salvation rather than the objective event of the cross. In contrast, 
the focus on the crucifixion encouraged by Questions on Doctrine was 
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taken further by the Adventist theologian Edw ard Hepp enstall. His 
solution to the difficulty of explaining how the sinner could reach per¬ 
fection was to argue that p erfection was ne ither necessary nor possible. 
“Absolute perfection and sinlessness,” he maintained, “cannot be re¬ 
alized here and now.” 21 

Heppenstall’s response was, in Adventist terms, far more radical than 
that of Brinsmead. Heppenstall began with a thoroughgoing hefi p f in 
origin al sin. "Total depravity ,” he wrote, “is the phrase used to describe 
the sinner in his lost condition.” 22 All men, he be lieved, enter the world 
“in a state of separation from _God 7 ’ ,>3 Christ, alone, did not. He “was 
sinless, free constitutionally from every taint of sfn and defilement.” 23 
This was necessary, for “the e fficacy of Christ’s sacrifice lay in his 
absolute sinlessness." 25 Because of the cross, God may acquit the guilty 
through the p rocess o f ju stificati on, in which “the righteousness of 
Christ is i mput ed or reckoned to the believer.” Once justification has 
been imputed, sanctification may be imparted. Through sanctification 
the in-dwelfing ChnsTgra duall y brings the'believer toward a state of 
perfection!^ But there are definite limits beyond which the process of 
sanctification cannot extend: “If Christian perfection means restoration 
here and now to Adam’s sinless state and complete harmony with God, so 
that a man need no longer be classed as a sinner, then the Bible knows 
nothi ng of it.” Heppenstall concluded that “it is spiritual maturity and 
stability that is possible in this life, not sinless perfection.” 27 Prior to 
Heppenstall, n£-important Adventist writer had de nied t he possibility 
of perfection. Ellen White had been unequivocal: “As the Son of man 
was perfect in His life, so His followers are to be perfect in their life.” 28 
But it was Brinsmead, who had but suggested an idiosyncratic form of 
perfection, who became the heretic. A farmer with a genius for theo¬ 
logical polemic, Brinsmead was impatient with the church’s adminis¬ 
tration and gathered a personal following known as the Awakening 
movement. Heppenstall, an academic in church employment, led the 
attack on Brinsmead’s theology. His abandonment of perfectionism 
could thus be construed as part of the official critique of the Awak¬ 
ening. Thus Brinsmead, by emphasizing an element of Adventist the¬ 
ology that Questions on Doctrine downplayed, facilitated its denial by 
He ppenstal l. the church’s most influential theologian. 29 

A further irony followed: Brinsmead’s conversion to Heppenstall’s 
position. Having given up perfectionism, Brinsmead went further than 
Heppenstall and dismissed sanctification altogether. In the 1970s he 
began to locate himself in the reformed tradition, which equated sal¬ 
vation w|th justification alone and denied that righteousness could be 
imparted as well as i mputed. For Brinsmead, as for Calvin, all g oodne ss 
is extrinsic to man. Remaining outside the denomination, but directing 
a constant stream of propaganda to his followers, Brinsmead remained 
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influential. His most pr ominent ally in the new figuration wa s his fellow 
Australian Desmond Ford. 30 

In 1975 Mrs. Gillian Ford wrote a paper titled “The Soteriological 
Implications of the Human Nature of Christ” in which she argued that 
Christ’s human nature was sinless, that perfection was impossible, and 
that righteousness by faith referred to justification alone. 31 She brought 
together the innovations of Questions on Doctrine, Heppenstall, and 
Brinsmead. It was the latter association that raised the eyebrows of 
conservative Adventists, for Gillian’s husband, Desmond, who wrote an 
appendix to her paper, taught theology at Avondale College, the Ad¬ 
ventist center for ministerial training in Australia. In 1976 a conference 
was called at Palmdale, California. It attempted to reconcile the views 
of Desmond Ford with the theology of Adventist theologians in Amer¬ 
ica. The consensus statement was ambiguous, and all sides were able 
to claim that it supported their beliefs. 32 There were three schools of 
thought: that of the Fords and Brinsmead; a traditional perfectionism 
taught by, among others, Herbert Douglass, then associate editor of 
the Review, which argued that Christ had a sinful human nature, that 
righteousness involved both justification and sanctification, and that 
perfection was possible; 33 and an intermediate position, represented by 
Heppenstall and another Adventist theologian Hans LaRondelle, which 
denied that Christ had a sinful human nature or that perfection was 
possible but allowed that the process of sanctification brought the be¬ 
liever toward perfection. 3,1 

Coexistence between these groups might have been possible, but 
Ford went on to work out the implications of his position for belief in 
the doctrine of the sanctuary. The purpose of Christ’s heavenly min¬ 
istry is to separate the saints from their sins. Implicit in this concept is 
the idea that some deeds are good, others bad, and that Christ must 
blot out all record o f the bad deeds if the saved are to enter a perfect 
heaven. For For d, as for Heppenstall, sin is an ineradicable part of the 
human condition, no deeds are, of themselves, “good.” If all sin was 
blotted out in the sanctuary, there would, for Ford, be no saints left 
to save. In short, Ford’s conception of salvation made the doctrine of 
the sanctuary redundant. 35 On October 27, 1979, Desmond Ford pub¬ 
licly announced that he did not believe in the sanctuary doctrine. A 
year later a landmark conference was held at Glacier View, Colorado, 
to discuss the question, and although over a quarter of the Adventist 
theologians, ministers, and administrators present did not appear to 
believe_jn the sanctuary doctrine either, Desmond Ford lost his min¬ 
isterial credentials and left church employment. 36 

A multitude of factors contributed to Ford’s rejection of the sanc¬ 
tuary doctrine. A Biblical scholar with a particular interest in the book 
of Daniel, Ford found the traditional Adventist interpretation of certain 
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crucial texts unsatisfactory.” The influence of Ellen White had been 
undermined by the historical research of the 1970s, with the result that 
Fordj. himself an Ellen White enthusias t, felt able to qualify the scope 
of her authority in the light of her “errors” on the sanctuary question. 38 
But at the root of his attack on the doctrine was his conviction that the 
blotting out of individual sins is no part of salvation history. Ford took 
the implications of Questions on Doctrine to their logical conclusion. If 
the atonement was completed on the cross, then the sanctuary can only 
mediate i ts benefits to man. If Christ did not have a sinful human 
natufe, then there is no precedent for the perfection of man. Thus the 
benefits of the atonement mediated to man in the sanctuary service 
cannot be such as to bring man to perfection. If man is not brought 
to perfection, he is saved as a sinner. If man is saved as a sinner, his 
sins do not need to be individually eradicated. There are thus no sup¬ 
plementary benefits of the atonement that need be mediated to man, 
and the heavenly ministry of Christ becomes superfluous. 

The sequence of events that leads from Questions on Doctrine to the 
dismissal of Desmond Ford is a remarkable example of the way in 
which a web of theological ideas can unravel once a single thread has 
been cut. However, it would be foolish simply to dismiss this history as 
revealing the unintended consequences of the church’s zeal for public 
recognition in the 1950s. To perceive the historical and theological con¬ 
text of recent events in Adventism, it is necessary to examine the early 
development of Adventist theology in the nineteenth century—in par¬ 
ticular the church’s understanding of the nature of man. 

The central element in early Adventist thought was the immediacy 
of the Second Advent. From this was derived a particular understand¬ 
ing of the nature of man, which in turn determined the Adventist un¬ 
derstanding of salvation. D. P. Hall was the first Seventh-day Adventist 
to give a systematic account of the doctrine of man in the light of this 
apocalyptic orientation. According to Hall, “the views we entertain of 
man’s nature will give shape and color, to a very large extent, to our 
views of life, death, resurrection, heaven, hell, and, in fact, all the other 
subjects of revelation.” 39 His purpose was to attack the conventional 
Christian belief that “man is a compound of mortality and immortality.” 
If this view was taken, then “three fundamental doctrines of holy writ 
are of no possible importance”—the Second Coming of Christ, the res¬ 
urrection of the dead, and the Judgment. 40 His reasoning was clear. If 
immortal souls go to heaven or hell at death, there is no need for a 
cataclysmic end to the world. Therefore, there must be “no mixing up 
or mingling of mortality with immortality,” for “man is a unit, composed 
of dust, his mental and moral nature inhering in the organized man." 4 ' 

In his attempt to prove that the spirit is neither immortal nor sep¬ 
arable from the body, Hall was following the conditionalism of the 
influential Millerite preacher Ge orge Storrs. In the conditionalist view 
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immortality is bestowed on believers only at the Second Coming. 42 But 
like many other Adventists, Hall was also motivated by his opposition 
to spiritualism. His book, published in 1854, was entitled Man Not Im¬ 
mortal: The Only Shield Against the Seductions of Modem Spiritualism. Here, 
again, his thinking was simple. Spiritualism undermined one of the 
most attractive features of the Adventist message: the hope of being 
reunited with the dead. If it was only death that separated the living 
from their departed friends, there was no reason to wait expectantly 
for the Second Advent. 43 

The early Adventists followed Hall in believing that man was an in¬ 
divisible being that did not possess natural immortality. The saints 
would be translated at the Second Coming. The righteous dead would 
be resurrected at the same time, while the sinful dead would have to 
wait until after the millennium for their resurrection and final destruc¬ 
tion. 44 The Adventists focused on translation rather than resurrection. 45 
In translation there is no break between earth and heaven. The entire 
man is saved, not simply his soul. At the Second Coming, the saints 
will be “clothed with immortality,” but their complete humanity will 
remain, for they are about to enter a divine realm populated by beings 
with material bodies. Belief in the unity of man was thus the natural 
corollary of a concern with the Second Advent and its attendant em¬ 
phasis on translation. 

The Adventist answer to the question “What will be saved?” has al¬ 
ways been “the entire man.” But the answer to the supplementary ques¬ 
tion “How will men be saved?” has been formulated differently de¬ 
pending on how close Adventists felt the prospect of translation to be. 

In early Adventist history when the Second Coming was expected at 
any moment, there was one crucial criterion: the saved would be those 
who passed the eschatological test of the Sabbath. James White was 
blunt: “If we violate the fourth [commandment], we shall fall in the 
day of slaughter.” 45 T his view, however, was modified when the Second 
Coming did not occur as many had anticipated during the seven years 
after 1844. If people now had to wait for translation, they needed to 
be adequately prepared. In Ellen White’s words, “God proves His peo¬ 
ple in this world. This is the fitting-up place to appear in His pres¬ 
ence.” 47 As the character would remain unchanged at the Second Ad¬ 
vent, it was natural for this preparation to be continued to perfection. 48 
The criteria of salvation were thus elaborated to include not just correct 
belief and obedience to the law but also a completely self-disciplined 
body and character. This requirement was a corollary of the idea that 
at translation it was the unified body and soul that were to be taken 
to heaven. Eschatology demanded perfected saints and a unified hu¬ 
man being; the two together necessitated the perfection of the whole 
person. For Ellen White, this meant strict control of the sexual appetite. 
In 1870 she argued that “salvation is not experienced by those who do 
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not control their base passions.” 19 Her counsel was specific: Meat 
“strengthens the animal passions,” 50 so “grains and fruits prepared free 
from grease, and in as natural a condition as possible, should be the 
food for the tables of all who claim to be preparing for translation to 
heaven.” 51 

This emphasis on the conscious control of every habit as a means of 
transforming the entire human was uniquely appropriate to the Ad¬ 
ventist understanding of human nature as a unified whole. But, like 
the previous emphasis on the keeping of the Sabbath, it was only ca¬ 
pable of sustaining the spiritual life of the Adventist movement for a 
brief period. When the Second Advent was expected at any moment, 
it was appropriate that the chief criterion of salvation should be the 
observance of the seventh-day Sabbath. It was a habit that could be 
acquired within a week. As the Apocalypse gradually receded from 
view, the emphasis shifted to self-control. But that, too, could be prac¬ 
ticed to apparent perfection within a relatively short time. If all that 
was required was modification of behavior, then the saints could soon 
be perfected and ready for translation. When Christ did not return as 
expected, Adventist soteriology underwent further modification. In the 
late nineteenth century, Mrs. White started to emphasize another re¬ 
quirement for translation: the need for spiritual perfection, achieved 
through Christ’s presence within the believer. “Christ is waiting with 
longing desire for the manifestation of Himself in His church,” she 
argued. “When the character of Christ shall be perfectly reproduced 
in His people, then He "will come Ifi_c]aim_lhem as his own.” 52 

The perfection for which Christ was depicted as waiting was less 
easily recognized or obtained than the behavioral perfection on which 
the Adventists had focused earlier. One of Ellen White’s earliest state¬ 
ments on this theme came in 1873. Never as legalistic as some of her 
contem poraries, M rs. White always retained a strong appreciation of 
the valueof spiritual experience: “The perfection of Christian char¬ 
acter depends wholly upon the grace and strength found alone in 
God. . . . System and order are highly essential, but none should receive 
the impression that these will do the work without the grace and power 
of God operating upon the mind and heart.” 53 Perfection understood 
in this way was only to be realized with difficulty. It was, she wrote in 
1889, "a lifelong work, unattainable by those who are not willing to 
strive for it in God’s appointed way, by slow and toilsome steps.” 51 

Mrs. White’s understanding of salvation owed something to her own 
Methodist background. Arminian Methodism emphasized the need for 
personal holiness, and the quest for perfection became the locus of the 
mid-nineteenth-century Holiness movement. But the prophetess’s in¬ 
terpretation of perfection differed from that of John Wesley’s follow¬ 
ers, and she condemned “Methodist sanctification” as a “false theory.” 55 
Wesley perceived the “second blessing”—the moment of perfection— 
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to be a distinct event that took place between the time at which a person 
was justified and his death. Although he admitted that perfection “may 
be gradually wrought in some,” he considered it “infinitely desira¬ 
ble . . . that it should be done instantaneously.” 56 Mrs. White, on the 
other hand, made no a bsolute distinction between just i ficatio n and 
sanctification and saw both as part of a single process that culminated 
in perfection prior to translation. Her understanding was eschatological 
rather than ontological. 

However, the doctrine of perfection was propagated by some church 
members such as E. J. Waggoner, whose experience was similar to that 
of contemporary Americans who attended the camp meetings of the 
Holiness movement. Waggoner’s enthusiasm was grounded in an ex¬ 
perience he had in 1882 at a camp meeting in Healdsburg, California: 
“In that moment I had my first positive knowledge, which came like 
an overwhelming flood, that God loved me and that Christ died for 
me. God and I were the only beings I was conscious of in the universe. 
I knew then, by actual sight, that God was in Christ reconciling the 
world unto Himself; I was the whole world with all its sin.” 57 Waggoner 
and A. T. Jones attempted to communicate this experience to the Ad¬ 
ventist community at the church’s Minneapolis conference of 1888. At 
this meeting the question of inner perfection was the subject of heated 
debate and the eschatological understanding of holiness was at issue. 
The message that Waggoner and Jones preached concerned the im¬ 
manence of God in the world and the sanctifying power of Christ 
within the individual. As Jones proclaimed in a sermon in 1889: 

If we want to be good let our faith touch him, and goodness comes to us and 
makes us good; if we want to be righteous, in answer to our faith, power comes 
to us and makes us righteous. In answer to our faith as it grows more and 
more of his power and goodness will come to us, and just before probation 
closes we shall be like him indeed, and then we shall be keeping the com¬ 
mandments of God in fact because there will be so much of him in us that 
there will be none of ourselves there. 58 

This account of salvation differed from those to which Adventists 
were accustomed in several ways: the emphasis was shifted from obe¬ 
dience to faith, from the actions of the body to the orientation of the 
mind; the goal of the religious life was changed from conformity to an 
external law to receptivity to the in-dwelling Christ. Some things did 
not change, notably the emphasis on perfection. Adventists could 
hardly reject perfectionism while they believed in the unity of man, 
and they were tied to their belief in the unity of man by the expectation 
of translation rather than death. 

Salvation was now seen as a process of two stages: first, acceptance 
and justification and then the sanctified life. Ellen White concentrated 
on the second aspect; she described the process as one in which “we 
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submit ourselves to Christ, the heart is united with His heart, the will 
is merged in His will, the mind becomes one with His mind, [and] the 
thoughts are brought unto captivity to Him.” And she agreed with 
Jones in anticipating that this harmony could be achieved only ‘‘just 
before the close of probation.” 59 Jones himself, and many other Ad¬ 
ventists in the 1890s, placed greater emphasis on the first part of the 
process: the infusion of righteousness that accompanied the acceptance 
of justification. As he wrote in 1900: ‘‘While of yourself you can do 
nothing, God, who dwelleth in you, will work in you that which is pleas¬ 
ing in his sight through Jesus Christ.” 60 Waggoner followed this belief 
through to its logical conclusion in a sermon in 1899: “[God] says that 
the life of Jesus jhould be manifested in our mortal flesh; and when 
that life is dwelling in our mortal flesh, mortality does not have any 
hold on it." The still widespread expectation of translation was evident 
when he was asked: “Do you ever expect to be sick?” He replied simply 
“No; 1 expect to live forever.” 61 

In the Holy Flesh movement, these ideas found more dramatic 
expression, but they were still only the logical development of Adven¬ 
tism’s long-standing concern for perfection in readiness for the trans¬ 
lation of the whole man. Followers of the Holy Flesh movement be¬ 
lieved in the divinization of the body. They contended that “the seal 
[of God] cannot be placed on any who are diseased, crippled or even 
have gray hairs." 62 It is not surprising that the views of Ellen White 
prevailed over those who believed in holy flesh. The credibility of any 
movement that asser ts that its devotees are immortal is alw ays liable to 
be undermine d by thg passage of time. Once again, the delay of the 
Second Advent shaped the range of options in Adventist soteriology. 

In the nineteenth century, the eschatological orientation of adven- 
tism determined discussion not only of the doctrine of humanity but 
also of the question of salvation. During the first half of the twentieth 
century, Ellen White’s emphasis on sanctification (developed during 
the 1890s and expressed mostTulIy~n her 1900 book Christ’s Object 
Lessons) dominated Adventist thinking about salvation. To some degree, 
the balance shifted away from a concern with the in-dwelling Christ 
back to a preoccupation with conformity to the law. But the theological 
structure remained the same. “The tmpw|c^jighteousness of Christ 
[was] for sins that are past, and the imparted righteousness of Christ for 
revealing the divine nature in human flesh.” 55 

However, by the 1930s there had occurred a significant shift in the 
view of perfection. It was evident that several generations of Adventists 
had now died without experiencing translation. This fact prompted 
reassessment. Although still upheld as a goal, perfection was now 
generally taken to be unattainable except by the last generation on 
earth. This was M. L. Andreasen’s particular interest. "It is,” he wrote, 
“in the last generation of men living on the earth that God’s power 
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unto sanctification will stand fully revealed.” 64 But in the next twenty 
years there developed an additional problem among those Adventists 
who still took seriously the attainment of perfection in preparation for 
Christ’s return. The gap between the goal of perfection and the chances 
of its realization seemed very great. The discrepancy between what was 
demanded and what could be achieved manifested itself in the de¬ 
spondency Brinsmead found among his college contemporaries in the 
1950s, and Brinsmead’s own early perfectionism was, self-consciously, 
an attempt to cross the gap. 

Brinsmead’s opponents asserted that the gulf was unbridgeable. Such 
a view not only marked a new departure in Adventist soteriology, it 
also implied that the Second Coming had receded into the more distant 
horizons of the Adventist mind. In the late 1960s, a survey indicated 
that 44 percent of Adventists questioned considered that the Second 
Advent received less emphasis in the preaching of the church than 
thirty years previously, while only 15 percent thought its relative im¬ 
portance had increased. 65 It is perhaps in this context that Edward 
Heppenstall's emphasis on justification in the 1960s should be under¬ 
stood. Although his soteriology was a response to Brinsmead’s perfec¬ 
tionism, which in turn was a reaction to the new soteriology of Questions 
on Doctrine, the theology of justification can be seen to compensate for 
a decline in belief in an imminent Second Coming. Justification enables 
believers to be made righteous now rather than at the end of time. It 
makes redundant the intrinsic perfection previously deemed necessary 
for translation because believers can be declared righteous without any 
change to their sinful state. The widespread acceptance of justification 
indicates that by the 1960s many Adventists were looking for a solution 
to the problem of how perfection was to be achieved in the present, 
rather than by an increasingly remote final generation of the future. 
It is significant that in Heppenstall’s writings the prospect of translation 
is rarely mentioned, and the character of the last generation is never 
discussed. In contrast Herbert Douglass, who retains a strong belief in 
the nearness of the Second Advent, continually emphasizes the need 
for perfection of character in readiness for the harvest of the saints. 66 

Cut from their moorings in eschatology, Adventist beliefs about man 
and his salvation were set adrift. If most Adventists expected to die 
rather than be translated, then the problem of how to sanctify the body 
did not arise. If the Second Coming seemed distant, death seemed 
correspondingly near. A new set of theological problems arose, relating 
not to a group of people who expected to live forever but to people 
painfully conscious of their own mortality. As the Adventist philoso¬ 
pher Jean Zurcher commented: “The lugubrious but real fact of death 
which envelops us is of a nature to make us feel more than any other 
one thing the necessity of grasping the eternal life to which we are 
called by Jesus Christ.” 67 
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With death expected to intervene between human life and the im¬ 
mortal perfection of the redeemed, there is no continuity between mor¬ 
tal and eternal life. Justification changes the relationship between man 
and God. But it does not change the relationship between the human 
body and God. Origi nal sin condemns the hum a n bod y and its actions 
as worthless. On a spiritual level, men and women are thus separable 
from their bodies and their actions. Justification by faith suggests a 
soteriological dualism. As Heppenstall asserts: “To assume that with 
conversion and sanctification the Holy Spirit restores man to sinless 
perfection is also to assert that all the ravages of death have been erad¬ 
icated. All the evidence proves otherwise.” 68 This is hardly compatible 
with the traditional Adventist view that man is an indivisible unit and 
that “none of his components can exist lnTsolation from the others.” 69 
It also suggests that the properties of the mind are more essential than 
those of the body. D. P. Hall, in attacking those who made “the soul 
or spirit of man really the man proper,” 70 set the tone for generations 
of Adventists. But an absence of interest in translation and a concen¬ 
tration on justification may imply some acceptance of the theory Hall 
condemned. 

Justification alone effects no change in the human physical condi¬ 
tion. By driving a wedge between human activity and the act of sal¬ 
vation, the proponents of justification have left Adventists with the 
need to find a new rationale for their observance of principles previ¬ 
ously understood to be fitting them for translation. This has been pro¬ 
vided by the philosophy of “holism” (which Adventists often refer to 
as “w holism"). Although an ill-defined complex of ideas, holism was, 
in 1985, considered by Adventist scholars to be the church’s single most 
important contribut ion t o theology. 71 Its leading Adventist exponent, 
the bioethicist Jack Provonsha^summarizes his position as follows: 

Man is a unity, a marvelously interpenetrating, interacting unity of one di¬ 
mension with another. . . . This is why the health of the body is also a moral 
issue. What happens to a man's body is important to his entire personality and 
character, and thus may have eternal implications.” 

“A Chr istian ethic ," Provonsha argues, “ becom es an ethic of health. 
That does not mean necessarily that it is a sin to be sicli,T>ut it could 
mean that it would be a sin to be sicker than you need to be.” 73 II the 
avoidance of illness is a religious duty, physical and spiritual well-being 
become difficult to separate. Not only does health facilitate spirituality 
but religious vitality promotes physical vitality. Accordingly, religious 
commitment may be seen to bring immediate material benefits. Thus, 
Adventist author Don Hawley in Come Alive! Feel Fit—Live Longer 
quotes approvingly the view that “irrespective of the future rewards of 
living, laying aside all discussion of future life, it would pay any man or 
woman to live the Christ-life just for the mental and moral rewards it affords 
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here in this present world .” 11 Adventists’ impressive longevity record allows 
Leo R. Van Dolson to develop the argument. “The better-life package 
God gives us contains specific laws of our being. These involve every 
aspect of life—physical, mental, social, and spiritual. When applied 
properly they enable us to enjoy life to the utmost and actually to live 
longer than we would if we violate them.” 75 

Adventists once emphasized the fact that they expected to live.for¬ 
ever; in the 1970s the focus switched to the possibility of living for six 
and a half years more than the national average. Adventists have not 
abandoned the hope of eternal life, but many now expect to enter it 
after the resurrection rather than through translation. This funda¬ 
mental shift has been accompanied by changes in the understanding 
of salvation appropriate to a receding eschatology. The path from Ques¬ 
tions on Doctrine to Glacier View can be seen as the gradual accom¬ 
modation of Adventist theology to an understanding of humanity based 
on the premise that humans are more likely to die than to be translated. 
Accordingly, two new emphases developed: one that saw salvation as 
an external event of which humans become the beneficiary, and an¬ 
other that construed the transformation of the entire person as a pro¬ 
cess desirable for its this-worldly advantages. 



CHAPTER 7 


The Development of Adventist 

Theology 


The most readily available literature on Seventh-day Adventism is that 
written by several evangelical authors in the early 1960s, each of whom 
concluded with the question “What, then, should be our attitude toward 
Adventists and Adventism?” 1 Martin hoped that “evangelical Christian¬ 
ity as a whole will extend the hand of fellowship to a group of sincere, 
earnest fellow Christians.” 2 Douty disagreed, arguing that “as long as 
Adventism remains Adventism it must be repudiated.’” 1 Hoekema was 
more ingenuous, pleading with Tils'""friends, the A dven tists, to repu¬ 
diate the cultic features and unscriptural doctrines which mar Seventh- 
day Adventism.’” 1 

Their responses may have been different, but the authors all had 
common presu pposit ions. They assumed that the version of Christian¬ 
ity practiced by themselves and propagated by their publishers in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, was representative of, and normative for, the 
rest of the Christian world. In arguing that “Adventists are a truly 
Christian group,” Ma rtin was simply saving that Adv entism bore a close 
resemblance to his own brandy of Christianity/’ Most people who con¬ 
sider themselves CKnsftlan are not, even in America, evangelicals in the 
Reformed tradition. The work of Martin, Douty, and Hoekema gives 
a view of one America n minority from the perspective of another. 

These evangelical commentators not only had a narrow view 0/ the 
Christian world, they also ignored the diversity of the Adventist tra¬ 
dition. They implicitly assumed that all Adventists believed the same 
things and that Adventism constituted a unified body of religious doc¬ 
trine. This is, and was, very far from being the case. Adventism has, 
as on ly Martin ackno wledged, undergone considerable historical de¬ 
velopment. The critics were not entirely to blame for their misappre¬ 
hension. The Adventist evangelist gives the impression that all Adven¬ 
tists hold, and always have held, the same, clearly defined set of 
opinions. But any new convert will quickly realize that the situation is 
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not so straightforward. It is not just that Adventists, like everyone else, 
are given to individual idiosyncracies of thought. The intellectual life 
of the church is so structured that plurality of opinion is the almost 
inevitable result. 

Even at the level of the local church, the opp ortun ities f or inte llectual 
self-expression are maximized, and the means of control a re ..minimal. 
Sermons areToTfg buTustially unemotional; prayers are extemporized. 
In Sabbath School classes, which meet before the main worship service, 
adults study a set of lessons prepared by the church leadership. The 
teacher usually has little or no theological training, but the discussion 
is often lively. Young people’s meetings, Bible study groups, and prayer 
meetings provide further opportunity for lay theological expression. 
Although almost all Adventists have been through a sequence of Bible 
studies prior to baptism, their ideas are informed not only by Adventist 
traditions but also by whatever other Christian literature is available to 
them. Such lay theologizing sometimes becomes bogged down in per¬ 
ennial conundrums of the “Who was Cain’s wife?” variety, but there is 
also the opportunity to de velo p personal philosophies free from the 
direct control of the church’s administration. 

The existence of several church publishing houses and numerous 
periodicals permits similar freedom on a wider scale. Although the 
church attempts to publish nothing that diverges significantly from the 
Adventist tradition, policies differ from one publishing house to the 
next. In the 1970s the Review and Herald Publishing Association was 
associated with a conservative Adventism, while the Southern Publish¬ 
ing Association, which later merged with the Review and Herald, 
printed material on the other end of the theological spectrum. 6 To the 
average member, however, all church publications are likely to appear 
equally orthodox, provided that they are distributed through autho¬ 
rized channels. Thus, even if Adventist sources are used, the Sabbath 
School teacher is likely to be drawing on a broader spectrum of opinion 
than might be thought. 

What of the men and women who write for Adventist publishers? 
Many of them also teach in denominational schools and colleges and 
have had graduate education in secular or interdenominational insti¬ 
tutions. A survey of religion teachers in Adventist colleges and uni¬ 
versities conducted in 1985 revealed that most under age 55 felt them¬ 
selves to be more liberal than their fellow church members and had 
been influenced by a wide variety of secular thinkers. 7 The publications 
of Adventist scholars are thus likely to convey trends in the contem¬ 
porary intellectual scene to the church’s membership. On the other 
hand, ideas can filter up as well as down. Brinsmead’s popular theology 
succeeded in effecting a change of outlook in several of the church’s 
intellectual leaders. 8 

Adventist thought is thus in a constant flux. Although the denomi- 
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nation is highly structured, centrally controlled, and administratively 
authoritarian, the sp read of ideas cannyt hr pffy»rnw4y rrs t r ^ir. g ^ Ad¬ 
ventists are encouraged to express their thoughts in many ways. I'he 
How of information in church meetings and publications is far too great 
for it to be monitored successfully. It is thus difficult to know where 
to find Adventist theology. Is it composed of ideas articulated in Sab¬ 
bath School, preached from the pulpit, published by the press, or dis¬ 
cussed among academic colleagues? Some doctrines, such as that of the 
sanctuary, are officiary promulgated but widely doubted by Adventist 
academics. Others, such as the complete inerrancy of the scriptures, 
are probably believed by most church members but not officially en¬ 
dorsed. Many elements of the church’s eschatology are carefully taught 
to would-be converts but play no active part in the internal theological 
life of the church. There are, accordingly, discrepancies both between 
the beliefs emphasized in internal discussion and those expounded in 
outside evangelism, and between the ideas that circulate in various parts 
of the church’s organization. 

There is nothin g my sterious, or sinister about this state of affairs. 
The point needs to be emphasized only because it reveals the inade¬ 
quacy of basing any discussion of Adventism on a single source, how¬ 
ever highly placed its authors. (Martin and his critics made use of Ques¬ 
tions on Doctrine as though. iL was a consensus document rather than the 
most controversial Adventist publication of the century.) It is impossible 
to gauge adequately every strand of Adventist opinion, and it would 
be misleading to compare data based on contemporary interviews or 
surveys with historical material based on published sources. Accord¬ 
ingly, although chapters 2 through 6 are based on published material, 
it should be recognized that a review of the published sources is un¬ 
likely to comprise a complete picture of Adventist thought, for this 
material represents the opinions of an educated elite with privileged 
access to the church’s media. 

The conclusio ns of Mart in, Hoekema, and others were based on the 
assumption that Adventism stood close to conservative evangelicalism 
but was separated from it by the denomination’s distinctive doctrinal 
position. One Adventist response to this accusation has been an attempt 
to show that even the distinctive theological positions of Adventism are 
drawn from sources that evangelicals claim as their own. In the four- 
volume work The Prophetic Faith of Our Fathers, Le Roy Edwin Froom 
traced the roots of Adventist eschatology through centuries of pro¬ 
phetic exegesis and in The Condilionalist Faith of Our Fathers compiled a 
comparable collection of information relating to the doctrine of the 
nonimmortality of the soul. 9 Adventists have als o been activ e in exca¬ 
vating the ]ost seventh-day Sabbatarians of history, finding their own 
position heralded by the Kncient churches of the Eth iopians, Arme- 
nians, and Celts. 10 More recently, Bryan Ball has attempted to dem- 
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onstrate that the seeds of Seventh-day Adventist thought were planted 
by seventeenth-century English Puritans, and W. L. Emmerson has 
looked for precursors of Adventism in the radical wing of the Prot¬ 
estant Reformation. 11 

While it is true that twentieth-century Adventism differs from con¬ 
temporary evangelicalism in only a few doctrines, such a doctrine-by- 
doctrine comparison is not altogether helpful in establishing the char¬ 
acter and historical position of Adventist theology. Within Christianity, 
otherwise diverse groups may share superficially similar theological po¬ 
sitions for entirely fortuitous reasons. There are, after all, only a limited 
number of options within the framework of traditional Christianity. 
Many of the historical studies by Adventists investigate such obscure 
and fortuitous parallels. The comparison of Adventist hermeneutics 
with those of Theodore of Mopsuestia is, for example, an intriguing 
but ultimately uninformative intellectual exercise. 12 Similarly, the sev¬ 
enth-day Sabbatarians do not constitute a continuous tradition in Chris¬ 
tian history but rather a recurrent tendency for groups on the theo¬ 
logical and geographical margins of Christianity to adopt or perpetuate 
the observance of Saturday. 

Bryan Ball’s The English Connection represents a more concerted at¬ 
tempt to root Seventh-day Adventism in a specific historical tradition. 
It is his thesis that “in its essentials Sevenihr-day Adventist belief traces 
its ancestry through the religious thought which was widespread in the 
British Isles during the seventeenth century, and which was epitomized 
in Puritanism.” 13 But whatever the merits of his exposition of English 
Puritanism, Ball’s thesis remains entirely unsubstantiated. Although he 
points to similarities between Puritan thought and some recent Adven¬ 
tist writers, he does not trace the finks between seventeenth-century 
Puritans and nineteenth-century Adventists, and he ignores the fact 
that even where there is continuity, for example in the observance of 
Saturday by the Seventh-Day Baptists, the adoption of the doctrine by 
Adventists took place in the alien context of the Millerite disappoint¬ 
ment, which transformed the content, if not the form, of the belief. 

Furthermore, Ball mistakenly equates the doctrines of twentieth-cen¬ 
tury Adventism with the church’s earlier beliefs. When he notes that 
the Puritans considered that “absolute perfection is unattainable for the 
believer in this fife,” he uncovers a similarity to late twentieth-century 
Adventists that reveals nothing about Adventist roots. 14 In pointing to 
John Owen’s belief that in the Hebrew sacrificial system “sacrifice and 
application were both necessary” but that “the ministration of the blood 
by the priest adds nothing to the efficacy of the sacrifice itself,” Ball 
implies a con nection with the twentiet h-century belief jhat the atone¬ 
ment was made on the cross and ap pfiecTi n heaven: 15 F or the early 
A dventists, it was an article of faith that the cross was no part of the 
atonem ent. 16 In other words, Ball’s view of AdventisrfFi^anachronistic, 
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and several of the connections he establishes have more to do with the 
twentieth-century Adventist alignment with fundamentalism than with 
the existence of earlier Adventist roots in Puritanism. 

A clearer impression of Adventism’s historical position may be gained 
through an analysis of the church’s origins. In the formative period of 
Adventist theology, the mid-nineteenth century, the founders of the 
church sought to distinguish themselves from their parent body on the 
basis of what they felt to be biblical truth. This process followed the 
standard pattern in which a zealous sectarian group tries to return to 
the purity of primitive Christianity, in contradistinction to a parent 
church that has become complacent and compromised. 17 The emer¬ 
gence of Seventh-day Adventism is unusual, not so much in the process 
of differentiation, but in the body from which it grew. The Millerite 
movement was neither complacent nor a church. It was not itself the 
aging product of a previous sectarian split, but a mass movement that 
drew its support from a variety of denominations. It had but a short 
history, no established traditions, little cohesion, and was united on only 
a single belief, which the passing of October 22, 1844, proved to be 
unfounded. 

Seventh-day Adventism is thus not the estranged child of any main¬ 
stream American Protestant body, but the orphaned offspring of a 
brief liaison among several Protestant groups. There is, accordingly, 
no single doctrine or historical event that separates Adventists from the 
mainstream. There is^no one mainstream grou p with w hich Adventists 
can forget their differences and reunite. Seventh-day Adventism’s only 
surviving relative is the Advent Christian Church, the descendants of 
another former Millerite group, now much smaller than the Seventh- 
day Adventist church even in America. 18 In historical terms, Seventh- 
day Adventism is two stages removed from the Protestant mainstream. 
Adventist identity does not hinge on a few doctrines that deviate from 
those of the mainstream (as Martin and Hoekema imagined) but on a 
unique and isolated history. The Saturday Sabbath, for example, has 
never functioned solely as a dividing line between Adventists and other 
Christians. It was originally a dividing line between Adventists and 
other Millerite groups and has become a reminder of that historical 
marginality. The Sabbath does not turn Adventists into “outsiders"; it 
commemorates the fact that they are outsiders. Outsiders, however, 
have a remarkable capacity to become insiders. The most extreme re¬ 
ligious dissent may, with the passing of time, be transformed into or¬ 
thodoxy or incorporated into the established structures of society. 19 To 
what extent have Adventists moved from the margins of American life 
toward its center? 

In his influential book The Social Sources of Denominationalism, Richard 
Niebuhr argued that the progression from sect to denomination was 
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the inevitable result of the need to socialize a second generation into 
a deviant religious orientation. 20 Although many scholars have since 
criticized or modified Niebuhr’s arguments, the thesis that deviant mi¬ 
norities tend to drift toward the mainstream is still widely influential. 
Adventist interpretations of their own theological history are broadly 
compatible with Niebuhr’s approach. Le Roy Edwin Froom was the 
first to acknowledge and interpret the theological changes that have 
taken place within Adventism. Froom argued for a kind of progressive 
revelation. The church had gradually been led toward a complete un¬ 
derstanding of the Christian gospel after a century in which the im¬ 
portant truths, such as the Sabbath, had been accompanied by the par¬ 
tial incomprehension of the doctrine of Christ and his saving work. 
This process had, Froom argued, achieved the alignment of Adventism 
with evangelical Christianity. 21 Another Adventist perspective gives a 
different theological interpretation of the same set of data. Conserva¬ 
tive Adventists, such as the former church president Robert Pierson, 
perceive the changes that have taken place within Adventism as a de¬ 
cline from pristine purity rather than evidence of continued divine 
guidance. According to this school of thought, the move from sect to¬ 
ward denomination has involved the dilution of the Adventist message 
in deference to the expectations of secular academics. 22 

Both interpretations are agreed on the basic facts. In the nineteenth 
century, Adventism was tied closely to its peculiar doctrines, and in the 
twentieth century, those links loosened as Adventism became less dis¬ 
tinctive. However, a careful examination of adventist history warns 
against a straightforward equation of the nineteenth century with zeal 
and peculiarity, and the twentieth with laxity and accommodation. As 
the preceding chapters reveal, there has not been a linear progression 
from one orientation to another. There is rather a complex set of in¬ 
terconnected patterns. The Second Advent has not gradually receded 
from the Adventist consciousness; awareness of its imminence has 
ebbed and flowed with the tide of events both inside and outside the 
church. The Adventist understanding of the process of salvation has 
received different emphases according to whether translation or res¬ 
urrection seems the believer’s most likely fate. The doctrine of the Sab¬ 
bath served as a means of distinguishing a group of ex-Millerites, but 
with the passage of time, this form of identification was replaced by a 
self-understanding that depended more on history and a sense of or¬ 
ganic continuity. The nineteenth century saw a tension between two 
understandings of divine nature and activity, both of which initially 
served as barriers between Adventists and adjacent religious groups but 
which were synthesized quietly once Adventist identity had been estab¬ 
lished. In order to maintain unity and to provide a means of generating 
an effective response to new dilemmas, authoritative sources of guid- 
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ance have been required. These have been found through using, in 
varying proportions, the Bible, the writings of Ellen White, and the 
power of hu man r eason. 

Is there any overall pattern to be discerned? At the risk of oversim¬ 
plification, it could be argued that Adventist theological history falls 
into three, rather than two, historical divisions. The first, which might 
be termed Adventist radicalism, is characteristic of the period from 
Millerism to the death of Ellen White and the outbreak of the First 
World War. The second, Adventist fundamentalism, emerged in the 
1880s, became dominant in the ig20S, and survives to the present day. 
In the 1950s, however, Adventist evangelicalism rose to prominence to 
the extent that it has become the official form of Adventism, while 
fundamentalism exists only at the margins and at a local level. 

How does this overall structure clarify our understanding of the de¬ 
velopment of Adventist theology? In the nineteenth century, Adventists 
were in the vanguard of popular religion. They did not revere the 
formulations of ancient Christian councils; they took an Arian position 
because they felt the Bible justified no other, believed that the atone¬ 
ment took place not on the cross but in heaven, and placed strong 
emphasis on obedience to the law as the means of salvation. They put 
enormous intellectual effort into the explication of Biblical apocalyptic, 
but their worship was emotionally uninhibited. In all of these things, 
Adventists were not bizarre. There is no evidence to suggest that they 
were any further removed from the mainstream of American religion 
than Adventists are today. The nineteenth century was a creative and 
experimental period for American Christianity. 23 Adventism was not 
unusual in its obsession with eschatology, its doubts about the Trinity, 
or its emphasis on human perfectability. Nor the Adventism unique in 
its ability to combine seemingly divergent attitudes. A rigorous intel¬ 
lectual approach to doctrine often went hand in hand with an emo¬ 
tional approach to worship. Nineteenth-century religion rarely fits the 
neat dichotomies of the twentieth century. Adventists, like members of 
other groups, were both intellectual and enthusiastic. The one defining 
characteristic is radicalism, a desire to push every aspect of Christianity 
toward its logical conclusion, independent of tradition and indifferent 
to internal cohesion. 24 

In the nineteenth century, Adventists were thus not atypical religious 
freaks but representative of a large sector of popular religion. As such, 
their all-consuming problem was the need to establish their own iden¬ 
tity in a rapidly changing religious environment. The Sabbath served 
as the primary means of effecting this differentiation. It was a belief 
upheld by the unique authority of Ellen White. Adventists had their 
own day of worship and their own prophet, and these two pillars of 
the church upheld each other while all else was in flux. At the turn of 
the twentieth century, Adventism underwent significant change. Ellen 
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White died in 1915, and the church was robbed of its chief means of 
authorizing innovation. The liveliness and flexibility that had charac¬ 
terized Adventist theological debate in the nineteenth century evapo¬ 
rated. The church became more cautious. The general religious climate 
had also changed. The groups with which Adventism had once stood 
shoulder to shoulder had now either disappeared or established their 
own identity; Adventism, too, now had more than half a century of 
independent history behind it. The situation was no longer one in 
which a multitude of religious movements were fighting for survival. 
The crucial issue of the First World War and the 1920s was the fun¬ 
damentalist-modernist controversy. Many mainstream churches were 
divided, and smaller independent groups like the Adventists usually 
gave their support to the fundamentalist cause. 25 In the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, the primary concern had been to find a space and stake out theo¬ 
logical boundaries. At the dawn of the twentieth century, most reli¬ 
giously minded Americans felt compelled to take sides for or against 
evolution, biblical criticism, and secular liberalism. Adventists were no 
exception, and they placed themselves firmly in the fundamentalist 
camp. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the number of sec¬ 
ond- and third-generation Adventists was much increased. Consolida¬ 
tion rather than experimentation was the order of the day. The pro¬ 
cesses that Niebuhr described did indeed take place, not perhaps as 
the inevitable result of a second generation, but as the consequence of 
the need to establish order in a religious environment unusually frag¬ 
mented by nineteenth-century sectarianism. 

But it would be wrong to equate this stabilization with an increase 
in Adventist intellectualism. Quite the reverse. The intellectually dis¬ 
ciplined theological debates that had filled the pages of the Review now 
disappeared. There were no more brilliant autodidacts like Uriah Smith 
and J. N. Andrews to produce scholarly justifications of the Adventist 
faith. Adventists had to wait over a century before any of their histo¬ 
rians produce!! work on the Sabbath of comparable erudition to that 
of Andrews. Adventists were not, however, solely occupied in produc¬ 
ing popular versions of their old arguments. They were also accepting 
new ideas, usually without arguing them out in the way their forebears 
would have done. Adventists, like the fundamentalists with whom they 
now identified themselves, quietly accepted Trinitarianism; took a 
stronger line on the inerrancy of the Bible; a ccepted, in line with the 
p enal-substitutionary theory, tha t the cross was a place of atonemen t; 
and reaffirmed their belief in human perfectibility in less mystical 
terms than had been current in the 1890s. At the same time, they up¬ 
dated their eschatology with reference to the new scientific and political 
climate. I he writings of Ellen White and the Bible now functioned not 
as a source of new ideas but as a compendium of truths to be ex¬ 
pounded and memorized. Doctrines were simplified so that they could 
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be taught ef fectively to the children in Adventist schools and preached 
in the foreign lands to which Adventists were now traveling.™ 

The changes that have taken place in Adventism since the Second 
World War have been far more self-conscious than those at the start 
of the century. In consequence, these developments have received a 
disproportionate amount of attention. But in fact, the changes have 
been less dramatic than those of the earlier period, involving a dilution 
rather than a transformation of Adventist belief. Theological changes 
may be summarized as follows: the legalistic character of Adventist so- 
teriology has been replaced—commitment rather than performance is 
now the criterion of divine acceptance; the Sabbath is no w seen as an 
expression rather than a requirement of lovaltv to God : critical schol¬ 
arship has been applied to the Bible and the spirit of prophecy, with 
a consequent diminution in the supernatural aura surrounding both. 
These changes have been related to both internal and external factors. 
To take the internal first. In the postwar world, the Second Coming 
has become more distant, and doctrinal modification has become nec¬ 
essary for believers whose expectation of translation is less vital than 
that of their forebears. This in turn has necessitated the reemergence 
of human reason as a reliable source of authority to legitimate such 
modifications. On the other hand, the long history of the church has 
facilitated a certain freedo m in theological discussion, for the Adventist 
identity is sufficiently well established for its doctrinal boundaries to 
become more elastic. 

Superficially, these changes resemble a return to the practices of the 
nineteenth century. Since the 1960s there has been lively scholarly de¬ 
bate within the church, as there was a century earlier. The context, 
however, is the reverse. In the nineteenth century, writers sought ev¬ 
idence to buttress the doctrinal innovations that af firmed the Adventist 
identity. In more recent times, scholarship has served to diminish the 
significance of distinctive doctrines. In the 1960s and 1970s, when or¬ 
ganized religion appeared to be in retreat, Adventism took its stand, 
not against secularized Christianity, but against irreligion. Adventists 
identified themselves less with one set of Christians against another 
than with all Christians in a shared stand against a secular assault on 
traditional moral and religious values. In this context, the demand for 
doctrinal peculiarity seemed less pressing than the need to emphasize 
that the church offered real hope of salvation in a world of religious 
indifference. In the late 1970s and 1980s, Adventism, along with other 
Protestant groups, seemed to be affected by the general reawakening 
of American conservatism. But this has not led to a wholesale reaffir¬ 
mation of doctrinal distinctiveness. The Adventist message is still pre¬ 
sented in the evangelical mould as offering hope in a world of despair 
and morality in a culture of nihilism. 27 

A misleading picture of Adventist history can be derived from con- 
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centrating solely on the changes that have taken place since the Second 
World War. It can appear that the central dynamic of Adventist de¬ 
velopment has been the move away from historic certainties toward 
accommodation with the mainstream of American religion. But what 
many authors take to be historic Adventism is in fact the creation of 
the twentieth century—a synthesis that took place in the 1920s and 
remained dominant until the 1960s. It was, moreover, a synthesis that 
in itself represented an accommodation to the newly formed funda¬ 
mentalist movement. Does this mean that one should simply back date 
the shift from distinctiveness to conformity? On the contrary, although 
Adventism’s theological position in the nineteenth century was more 
distinctive than it is today, it was distinctive in a period in which theo¬ 
logical diversity was the norm. Nineteenth-century Adventists were 
theologically peculiar and thus relatively socially normal. Adventists of 
the fundamentalist period became less theologically peculiar but more 
socially distinctive as the Adventist health message was perpetuated 
long after its vogue in the rest of America had passed. In the late 
twentieth century. Adventists have, with changing social trends, become 
less distinctive in their lifestyle but more isolated in historical and geo¬ 
graphical terms, as Adventism becomes increasingly tied to ghettoes 
around major institutional centers. 

From a theological point of view, there is little evidence to support 
the widely held contention that Adventists have moved from the mar¬ 
gins of society toward the mainstream. Adventist theology has devel¬ 
oped in parallel with that of the mainstream. It was at its most dis¬ 
tinctive during a period of great diversity; it became fundamentalist in 
the era of fundamentalism; and it softened with the rise of evangeli¬ 
calism. Throughout this process Adventist theology has served as a bar¬ 
rier between the church and its opponents. The nature of the com¬ 
petition has changed—from rival sects to liberal Christianity to secular 
humanism—and Adventist theology has been adjusted accordingly. But 
the changes have served to maintain the distance between Adventism 
and the most threatening ideological formations of the day. The clue 
to the central dynamic in this oppositional stance lies in the Adventist 
belief, examined in chapters 3 and 4, that America would one day 
become intolerant. Throughout all the adjustments that have been 
made to the church’s theology, this expectation—perhaps the most 
striking aspect of Adventism’s ideological system—has kept Adventists 
separated from the rest of American society. But the wider division 
between the church and the Republic cannot be fully appreciated with¬ 
out discussion of Adventism as a social system. 




Part 2 


THE ADVENTIST EXPERIENCE AND 
THE AMERICAN DREAM 




CHAPTER 8 


The Structure of Society 


Quite apart from its distinctive theology, Adventism is a remarkable 
social phenomenon. In 1985 the church in North America operated 
1,231 primary schools, 347 secondary schools (90 of which offered a 
complete secondary education), ten colleges, and two universities. This 
amounts to the largest Protestant school system in the United States 
and is second only to the educational program of the Roman Catholic 
church. The denomination’s health care network, Adventist Health Sys¬ 
tems (AHS), consists of fifty-three hospitals and medical centers across 
the continent. AHS, which admits over 300,000 patients and makes 
nearly two million outpatient visits every year, is the seventh-largest 
health system in North America. In addition there are twenty-eight 
Adventist nursing homes and retirement centers and a denominational 
health food manufacturer, Loma Linda Foods, Inc. 

Two church publishing houses, the Review and Herald Publishing 
Association in Maryland and the Pacific Press Publishing Association 
in Idaho, both publish and print Adventist books. Between them, they 
put out nearly fifty periodicals covering a wide variety of official, 
professional, and minority interests. Perhaps the most important are 
the Review, the weekly organ of Seventh-day Adventism; the Signs of 
the Times, the denomination’s foremost evangelistic magazine; and In¬ 
sight (formerly the Youth’s Instructor), the paper for the church’s young 
people. 1 The church’s large literary output is buttressed by the eleven 
radio stations (based at Adventist colleges and schools) that comprise 
the Adventist Radio Network and by the broadcasts of the Adventist 
Media Center in California. Three television programs, primarily of an 
evangelistic nature, are produced there: “Breath of Life,” “Faith for 
Today,” and “It Is Written.” From the center, the church also broad¬ 
casts the long-established radio program “The Voice of Prophecy.” 2 

Worldwide, the statistics of the Adventist society multiply impres¬ 
sively: 4,306 primary schools, 901 secondary schools, 94 colleges and 
universities, 152 hospitals and sanitariums, 78 nursing homes and re¬ 
tirement centers, 51 publishing houses, 322 periodicals, hundreds of 



96 / ADVENTIST EXPERIENCE 


radio stations, and 28 food companies. 3 It is clear from this that most 
church members' needs can be accommodated by denominational in¬ 
stitutions. Adventists can be born in Adventist hospitals, go to Adventist 
schools, obtain degrees from Adventist colleges, and receive further 
training in Adventist universities. They can buy Adventist food, read 
Adventist literature, listen to Adventist radio programs, and watch Ad¬ 
ventist television productions. They can work in Adventist institutions, 
and, because Adventists tend to cluster around their institutions or ad¬ 
ministrative centers (forming what are known as Adventist “ghettoes”), 
they can even live in an Adventist community. When they are ill, they 
can be treated in Adventist hospitals, and when they are old, they can 
live out their days in Adventist retirement centers. Adventism is an 
alternative social system that meets the needs of its members from the 
cradle to the grave. 

This has not been an easy achievement. From the beginning, the 
cohesion of the church’s social structure has been beset by two fun¬ 
damental problems. The first has been caused by powerful institutions 
that at various times have threatened to resist administrative control. 
The second concerns the large debts incurred from borrowing money 
to finance and maintain the vast institutionalization. In 1980 the 
church in America lost its southern publishing house. In 1986 its timber 
industry, Harris Pine Mills, closed. Other Adventist enterprises, such 
as the Media Center, have come very close to bankruptcy.^ Neverthe¬ 
less, the creation of an alternative social system can be counted as one 
of Adventism’s greatest successes. It has been achieved through a hi¬ 
erarchical administrative structure and central economic planning. 

The basic unit of the Adventist hierarchy is the local church. Groups 
of churches form the next level of government and are known as con¬ 
ferences. Several conferences are administered by union conferences, 
and clusters of these are in turn administered by what Adventists call 
divisions. At conference and union levels there are also smaller ad¬ 
ministrative units called Missions. These units are not financially in¬ 
dependent and are usually supported by their parent conference or 
union. The highest level of church government is known as the General 
Conference. The overall structure is very loosely based on geographical 
boundaries. In general, conferences administer the work of Adventists 
in regions within a country, union conferences oversee the work of an 
entire country (or large state or several states), and divisions coordinate 
Adventist work in several countries. The General Conference controls 
Adventism on a world scale. When the church was officially incorpo¬ 
rated in 1863, its headquarters were located in Battle Creek, Michigan. 
But since 1903, the General Conference has operated from Takoma 
Park, Maryland, just outside Washington D.C. 

The top General Conference officials are the president, secretary, 
and treasurer. The president’s office includes four special assistants 
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and one administrative assistant, and seven general field secretaries, 
who may be assigned to special projects or given other responsibilities 
determined by the General Conference Executive Committee. Below 
the office of president are five general vice-presidents who assist the 
president in his administrative duties and may take over the chair¬ 
manship of committees in the event of the president’s absence. At this 
level there are ten further vice-presidents, who are responsible for the 
world divisions of the church. The divisions include the Africa-Indian 
Ocean, Eastern Africa, Euro-Africa, the Far East, Inter-America, North 
America, South America, the South Pacific, Southern Asia, and Trans- 
Europe (which includes parts of Asia and the Middle East). (The China 
division and the Seventh-day Adventist church in the U.S.S.R. are ad¬ 
ditional divisions of the church that are administered locally.) Next in 
rank are eight assistant secretaries who make up the General Confer¬ 
ence secretariat. It is the job of the secretariat to record the proceedings 
of General Conference meetings and sessions and to maintain contact 
with Adventist leaders and personnel around the world. The secretariat 
has particular responsibility for the General Conference’s “attached 
fields,” that is, union missions or conferences, which for political or 
other reasons are run directly from Takoma Park. They include the 
Middle East Union Mission, the South African Union Conference, and 
the Southern (African) Union Mission. General Conference adminis¬ 
trative staff also include six assistant treasurers, whose responsibility it 
is to receive and disburse funds and to prepare regular financial state¬ 
ments; a controller; the directors of the Department of Archives and 
Statistics; and the directors of personnel. 

The president, the vice-presidential team, the secretariat, treasury, 
the directors of Archives and Statistics, and the directors of personnel 
form the denomination’s central administration. But in addition, re¬ 
sponsibilities at the General Conference are divided among seven de¬ 
partments that supervise areas of special interest to Adventists. The 
departments are Church Ministries (which includes youth and family 
sections), Communication, Education, Health and Temperance, Min¬ 
isterial Association, Public Affairs and Religious Liberty, and Publish¬ 
ing. Each department has a director, several associate and assistant di¬ 
rectors, and usually a nominal advisory board of governors and 
trustees. The president and other officers of the General Conference 
administration nearly always have a seat on these boards. There are 
also numerous other ancillary services and organizations that are part 
of the General Conference. They include the Review, the Adventist Me¬ 
dia Center, Adventist Health Systems, ADRA (the denomination’s di¬ 
saster relief organization), the Adventist-Layman’s Services and Indus¬ 
tries (an association of privately owned Adventist institutions), and the 
Office of Human Relations, which oversees the interests of the church’s 
racial minorities. The General Conference also runs Risk Management 
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Services, which provides insurance for Adventist institutions and in¬ 
terests. The Biblical Research Institute, the Geoscience Research Insti¬ 
tute, and the Ellen G. White Estate, Inc., are other agencies of the 
General Conference. The former provide scholarly defenses of the 
faith in theology and science; the latter acts as custodian and official 
interpreter of Mrs. White’s voluminous writings. As with the General 
Conference departments, the ancillary organizations have advisory 
boards on which the president and other officers sit. 5 

Virtually the entire membership of the General Conference admin¬ 
istration, the departmental directors and their associates, and the di¬ 
rectors of the ancillary organizations and their associates sit on the 
General Conference executive committee. The church constitution lays 
down that the members of the respective division administrations, all 
the union presidents throughout the world, the heads of the denom¬ 
ination’s various institutions, and up to twenty laymen must also sit on 
the committee. 6 In theory, well over 300 people form the General Con¬ 
ference executive committee. In practice, however, they rarely all meet 
together. The committee meets weekly in Takoma Park to execute the 
church’s business. This is made possible through other constitutional 
provisions that enable only fifteen members to constitute a quorum, 
provided they meet at church headquarters. 7 Larger meetings of the 
executive committee are held twice a year: at the spring meeting and 
the annual council. At these meetings, budgets are determined, policies 
are debated, and actions are voted. 6 

But by far the most important policy-making meeting is the General 
Conference session held every five years in a city of the officers’ choos¬ 
ing. The General Conference session works on two levels. On one, it 
is a celebration, an Adventist pageant, in which glowing reports of the 
institutional and numerical progress of the church are presented to the 
membership. On the other, it is a political event in which doctrinal and 
constitutional changes are made and General Conference officers are 
elected. 

Ordinary church members have no voting rights at a General Con¬ 
ference session. The voting constituency consists of two types of official 
representatives, delegates at large and regular delegates. The delegates 
at large consist of all the members of the vast executive committee, 
four delegates from each division, plus an additional delegate for every 
200,000 members. The constitution also provides for an unspecified 
number of General Conference personnel and laypersons. The number 
of these representatives, however, does not exceed 25 percent of the 
total number of delegates at large. The regular delegates are made up 
of one delegate from every union (in addition to the president), one 
for every conference or mission within its territory, and one for every 
5,000 members. The attached fields of the General Conference are 
similarly allowed one regular delegate and one for every 5,000 mem- 
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bers. Both delegates at large and regular delegates are selected either 
by virtue of their office or through appointment by church officials. 9 

The main function of official delegates at the quinquennial session 
is to select the members of a nominating committee. This committee 
has the crucial responsibility of electing the General Conference offi¬ 
cers, including the president. The nominating committee is dominated 
by representatives from the divisions. Each attached union of the 
General Conference also has one member, as do General Conference 
institutions. The divisions’ share of the seats on the nominating com¬ 
mittee used to be a specific provision, which stood at one representative 
per 20,000 members before the General Conference session of 1985. 10 
However, constitutional amendments made at that session left the al¬ 
location distinctly unclear. Each division is now vaguely represented on 
the basis of its “proportion of the world membership,” with the proviso 
that all divisions have at least eight members. 11 Again, only official 
delegates can serve on the nominating committee, with the exception 
of those General Conference and division personnel who are standing 
for reelection. The union presidents, who are not up for reelection, 
are invariably selected for the committee, forming what can be the 
committee’s most powerful faction. This is particularly true of the 
North American presidents, who usually act in concert and exert wide 
influence. 

Once the nominating committee is formed, it elects the General Con¬ 
ference officers, beginning with the president. For this, the committee 
chairman accepts the names of five to ten candidates. The names are 
discussed and then voted on, with each member voting for one can¬ 
didate. Unless there is a dear winner on the first secret ballot, the 
chairman submits the two or three leading names for a second ballot. 
The winner is then the candidate who emerges with a simple majority. 
In the next stage of the process, the proposed name is brought to the 
floor for ratification by the official delegates. This is achieved through 
a vote by acclamation. The General Conference delegation cannot vote 
for any other individual, and it has never yet rejected the candidate of 
the nominating committee. The president elect then becomes an active 
but nonvoting member of the nominating committee, which then elects 
the rest of the General Conference team and the officers of the divi¬ 
sions. 12 

Adventist leaders insist that this administrative and electoral system 
is “representative.” According to the Church Manual, the denomina¬ 
tion’s procedural bible, it is “the form of church government which 
recognizes that authority in the church rests in the church member¬ 
ship.” 13 The composition of the vital Adventist committees, however, 
suggests that authority is in practice located in two places: the admin¬ 
istrative structure and the church’s institutions. The delegates at a 
General Conference are virtually all officials from these two power 
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centers, and between them, they have total control of the denomina¬ 
tion's electoral machinery. It was only in 1985 that constitutional pro¬ 
visions were made for the appointment of laypeople to the executive 
committee or as voting delegates at the quinquennial gathering. 11 These 
amendments, however, were not substantial, and a General Conference 
session remains, as one Adventist has observed, “a convocation of de¬ 
nominational employees.” 15 It is far removed from the average church 
member, who cannot be said to participate in any direct democratic 
sense, either in the selection of his representatives or in the election of 
the leadership. What the system does represent are the various admin¬ 
istrative groups and institutional interests that dominate Adventist so¬ 
ciety. 

This is not surprising, when the development of the administrative 
system is considered. Adventist government was created in two main 
stages. The first entailed the initial organization of 1863; the second 
was the reorganization of 1901, at which point the church took on its 
modern structure. Both these developments were responses to the same 
problem: the question of the church’s institutionalization. In the first 
instance, formal organization was prompted by the need to retain the 
denomination’s first institution, the publishing house. As early as 1849, 
the small group of Sabbath keepers established the paper Present Truth 
(later to become the Review) around which they soon established a press. 
By the early 1860s, however, it became apparent that the church could 
not continue to own this institution unless it became a legal entity. 
Alarmed by this possibility, James White led the movement that re¬ 
sulted in the organization of the Seventh-day Adventist church in 

1863. 16 The reorganization of 1901 was occasioned by the mushroom¬ 
ing of Adventist institutions in the late nineteenth century. According 
to one Adventist historian, twelve publishing, seventeen educational, 
and fourteen medical institutions came into existence between 1885 and 

1901. 17 Such institutions tended to be operated independently of de¬ 
nominational control, and this resulted in confusion and conflict be¬ 
tween institutions and church leaders. The 1901 General Conference 
session met to resolve this problem. As a result, most Adventist insti¬ 
tutions were brought under the umbrella of the General Conference, 
and union structures and departments provided the framework for 
administering the institutions. But in return, representatives of the in¬ 
stitutions were granted privileged positions on the church’s executive 
and electoral committees, a situation that exists to the present day. 18 

Adventism was really an institutionalized church before it was an 
organized church. Indeed, the main stages of the church’s organiza¬ 
tional development can be seen as attempts by the leadership to acquire 
greater powers over Adventist institutions. This largely explains the 
authoritarian nature of Adventist government. It was not conceived to 
give the ordinary member a say in the running of church affairs. 
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Rather, the Adventist administrative system was designed to bring in¬ 
stitutions within the legal jurisdiction of the church and then modified 
to resolve conflicts between institutional directors and church leaders. 
The Adventist form of government is one that acknowledges the power 
of church institutions rather than one that recognizes the authority of 
church members. 

Scaled-down versions of the General Conference structure and elec¬ 
toral processes are duplicated at each level of the church. Divisions, 
unions, conferences, and missions are run by the officers of a cen¬ 
tralized administration and by the directors of the church’s seven de¬ 
partments. They all also possess their own executive committees. The 
officers of the divisions are elected at the General Conference session. 
Unions and conferences hold their own sessions every two or three 
years, during which time policies are determined and officers elected 
according to the constitutional guidelines established by the General 
Conference. The voting constituency of both conferences and unions 
consists of official delegates, of whom local ministers and institutional 
representatives form significant proportions. At the union level, all del¬ 
egates are effectively appointed by conference or union officials. At 
the conference level, every local congregation appoints at least one del¬ 
egate. It is at this level that Adventism is seen to be at its most dem¬ 
ocratic. But the effects of such lay participation are somewhat mitigated 
(at least in principle) by the automatic right of General Conference 
officers to be part of the official delegation. Members of the General 
Conference are also official delegates at union sessions. The election 
of conference and union personnel is achieved through a nominating 
committee. 19 

Even the local congregation is organized along the same basic lines. 
The leader is a conference-appointed pastor rather than a president, 
and below him are several elders, deacons, and deaconesses. In addi¬ 
tion, members are elected to lead departments, which correspond to 
the departments of the General Conference. The election of church 
officers is conducted yearly through a nominating committee formed 
from the church’s membership. The pastor and church officers make 
up the church board, which like the executive committee of higher 
administrative units, is the most influential committee of the local con¬ 
gregation. iU It is true that in many matters, such as the receiving or 
disfellowshipping of members, the democratic decision of the entire 
membership constitutes the final authority of the local congregation. 
But it is also clear that the local church is modeled on the same hier¬ 
archical plan as Adventism in general. 

It is strange to think that the idea of church organization filled the 
Adventist pioneers with horror. Adventists today are very proud of 
their church structure. But from 1844 to 1863, they actively resisted 
forming a church, fearing that if they did so they would become like 
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the “Babylonian” churches from which they had emerged. George 
Storrs, the Millerite, exerted a powerful influence on the emerging Ad¬ 
ventist community when he said in 1844 that a church became Babylon 
“the moment it is organized” Opposition to forming a church persisted 
right up to the establishment of the denomination's constitution in 
1863. 

Once the decision had been taken to organize, Adventists developed 
a centralized, hierarchical structure. It was also a system that invested 
the church’s top leaders with great power. In language reminiscent of 
the papacy, Mrs. White described the General Conference as “the high¬ 
est authority that God has upon the earth.” 2-2 She argued for the pre¬ 
cedence of this authority over and against the claims of the individual. 
“When, in a General Conference, the judgment of the brethren assem¬ 
bled from all parts of the field is exercised, private independence and 
private judgment must not be stubbornly maintained, but surren¬ 
dered,” she wrote. “Never should a laborer regard as a virtue the per¬ 
sistent maintenance of his position of independence, contrary to the 
decision of the general body.” 23 

Perhaps because of this collectivism, the individuals who become 
General Conference officers are rarely compelling figures. They are 
usually efficient bureaucrats whose chief characteristic is an ability to 
work within a tightly knit oligarchy. They are generally in middle or 
late middle age and are drawn almost exclusively from those ministers 
who possess proven records in the lower levels of church administration 
or overseas mission service. They r ule the d enomination conservatively 
an d s ecretively. Believing that they are leading the SevenETTday Ad¬ 
ventist Church toward inevitable triumph, church leaders are reluctant 
to admit failures or mistakes and prefer to withhold problems from 
the membership. 

Among these men, the church president is first among equals. He 
must be a man acceptable to both the denomination’s administrative 
and institutional groups. The president is thus likely to be a man of 
convenience rather than a charismatic leader. The first president, John 
Byington, was elected in 1863 for no better reason than, at age 65, he 
was the oldest Adventist pioneer and because the obvious choice, James 
White, declined the position. Byington had no special leadership qual¬ 
ities, and his election tended to confirm the idea that the creation of 
the system of government was more important than the individual who 
led it. This has, to some extent, continued to be the relationship be¬ 
tween the president and the church hierarchy. For in Adventism, it is 
the collective decisions of General Conference committees that have 
been important in the history of the denomination, not the personal 
contribution of the presidents. 

Of the thirteen presidents elected since Byington, few stand out as 
outstanding individuals or interesting personalities, apart perhaps from 
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White himself, president on three separate occasions, 1865-67, 1869- 
71 and 1874-80. 21 Another exception was Arthur G. Daniells, whose 
immensely strong character and liking for power led to an unusually 
acrimonious General Conference session in San Francisco in 1922. Hav¬ 
ing already headed the denomination since 1901—the longest period 
of any Adventist president—Daniells attempted to secure yet another 
term. However, amid bitter recriminations, he was ousted by the nom¬ 
inating committee, who replaced him with W. A. Spicer. 25 One other 
president worthy of note is Neal C. Wilson, who has led the church 
since 1979. An astute leader, Wilson has brought to the General Con¬ 
ference a professionalism that contrasts with the pietism of his imme¬ 
diate predecessor Robert H. Pierson. Wilson is also interesting in that 
he has openly used the divinely sanctioned authority of the General 
Conference to control dissent and to push through controversial pol¬ 
icies. 26 

Adventism is, then, a centralized society that accords its leaders ab¬ 
solute authority. The church puts more value on institutions than on 
lay membership and regards collective responsibility as more important 
than individual judgment. The church’s^ financial structure and its 
general attitude toward money reflect these principles. From an eco¬ 
nomic point of view, Adventist society espouses collaboration rather 
than competition and prefers central planning to individual or local 
initiative. 

The basis of this economic system is the tithe. This is the 10 percent 
of income that the Adventist church asks from church members. Al¬ 
though not every member pays the tithe (the church has not made it 
a test of fellowship), it has proved a dependable source of income. In 
1985 the worldwide tithe receipts were nearly $457 million, with North 
America, by far the richest section of the church, contributing more 
than $317 million to that total. 27 The tithe is initially collected by the 
local church and is channeled to the General Conference via the suc¬ 
cessive conference, union, and division administrative units. No part of 
the tithe is retained by the local congregation. The conference, how¬ 
ever, retains 90 percent of the tithe it receives from constituent 
churches for its ministerial and administrative expenses. The remaining 
10 percent is sent to the union, which likewise retains 90 percent of 
the money for its running costs before passing the remainder to the 
General Conference. The divisions, being merely sections of the 
General Conference, are financed primarily by church headquarters. 
Although there are exceptions to this financial system (for example, 
divisions also receive an unspecified percentage from the tithe of their 
constituent conferences and the conferences of the North American 
Division return 20 percent of the tithe to the General Conference), the 
basic point is that conferences and unions pay at least one-tenth of their 
income, which supplies the General Conference with the most impor- 
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tant part of its funds. 28 The tithe is controlled entirely by church ad¬ 
ministrators. The local church has no say in the disbursement of funds, 
and it must meet its own expenses through separate offerings and con¬ 
tributions from its members. 

Special significance is accorded to the tithe. It became an established 
practice within Adventism in the late 1870s and grew out of an older 
form of giving called “systematic benevolence” in which the pioneers 
encouraged adherents to give a small portion of their incomes to sup¬ 
port the ministry. 29 The practice of giving 10 percent, however, became 
widespread after articles by the Adventist minister Dudley M. Canright 
appeared in the Review in 1876. On the basis of Malachi 3:8—1 1, he 
wrote that God required a tithe, or one-tenth of the earnings of church 
members, to support “his servants in their labors.” Canright argued 
that the principle of tithing is rooted in the concept of God’s ownership. 
“The Lord does not say you should give me a tenth,” he wrote, “but 
he says one-tenth is the Lord’s.” 30 He saw paying the tithe as returning 
to God what is already his. Since Canright first introduced the idea, 
Adventists have justified the practice of tithing for this reason. As Ellen 
White later told the church: “The tithe is the Lord’s; and He bids us 
return to Him that which is His own.” 31 With this belief and the idea 
that the General Conference is God’s highest authority on the earth, 
it is easy to see why it was that church officials—not ordinary mem¬ 
bers—became responsible for the Lord’s funds. 

The tithe was originally earmarked for the ministry. Because of the 
sacredness attached to it, other uses were considered inappropriate. 
The church has, however, always found it difficult to determine the 
precise use for these funds. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, it was already clear that tithe monies were being “diverted” 
into the church’s school system, sanitarium building, and the wages of 
medical personnel. Ellen White strongly opposed such usage. 32 A policy 
document adopted by the Annual Council in 1985 indicated that the 
use of the tithe is (and probably always has been) quite wide. In ad¬ 
dition to supporting the ministry, its uses include the salaries of ad¬ 
ministrators and the costs of their offices; the subsidizing of staff of 
elementary schools, academies, colleges, and universities; the costs of 
conference centers, campgrounds, or youth campsites; the church’s me¬ 
dia program; and the funding of benefits for retired denominational 
employees. 33 In other words, the tithe is used to finance anything the 
General Conference can define as having a “ministerial” function. 

The portion of tithe that reaches the General Conference after the 
conferences and unions have taken their share makes up the bulk of 
the administration budget. But it is not the only source of funds. The 
General Conference has three other major sources of income: mission 
offerings, money from an annual fund-raising campaign called “in¬ 
gathering,” and appropriations from church institutions. 

Mission offerings, like the tithes, are raised from the local churches. 
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Adventist leaders are constantly devising ways in which members may 
give more generously, with the result that new offerings are often sug¬ 
gested to the denomination. The various types of church offerings in¬ 
clude the birthday offering, the thank offering, the investment offer¬ 
ing, the annual sacrifice offering, and the missions extension offering. 34 
These monies are normally donated during the Sabbath School service. 
The most important collections, however, are the Sabbath School of¬ 
fering, which is made every week, and the thirteenth Sabbath offering. 
This latter fund, as the name implies, is collected on the last Sabbath 
of every quarter, and church members are asked to make special con¬ 
tributions toward it. As an incentive, the General Conference deter¬ 
mines a special project in some region of the world field, which is 
heavily promoted during the quarter and which the thirteenth Sabbath 
offering helps finance. However, only 25 percent of the total collected 
is set aside for the designated project. The rest is kept by the General 
Conference for its world mission fund. 35 So although a specific mis¬ 
sionary project is made the incentive for the thirteenth Sabbath offer¬ 
ing, church members are in fact mostly contributing (as is the case with 
all mission offerings) to the central fund of the General Conference. 

The ingathering fund differs from the denomination’s other forms 
of income in that it is raised, not from the church membership, but 
from the general public. For a few weeks every year, the ingathering 
campaign dominates the agendas of the local churches. The campaign 
is heavily promoted, with great emphasis placed on achieving monetary 
targets at every level of the denomination’s administration. Ingathering 
is one of the few times the public encounters Seventh-day Adventists, 
since church members solicit funds from door to door. The focus of 
the campaign is always t he church’s extensive work in the disaster- 
prone” areas of theThird World. The publicity handouts frequently 
carry evocative pictures of starving children or the isolated areas where 
Adventists operate medical centers or mission schools. But through the 
system of central funding that is cha racter istic of the denomination, 
the money Is used to b enefi t the church as a wh ole. In 1985 church 
members raised, through ingathering, $12,641,218 for the General 
Conference. 36 Of the total amount collected, an undisclosed percentage 
is appropriated to the divisions, where disbursement is controlled by 
the respective executive committees. 37 It is worth noting_that ingath¬ 
ering fu nds are not generally n ,sed to finapceT Ke rhurch^disast er 
relief"qrganizatioo, ADRA, which is supported primarily by goyern- 
m ent a nd pri vate agencies 38 Although ingathering is advertised very 
much in terms of the church’s humanitarian work in the Third World, 
it is, as Kenneth H. Emmerson, a former General Conference treas¬ 
urer, said jn 1969, “not a campaign conducted, solely for our work in 
the foreign fields but includes the work of the church in all parts of 
the world.” 39 " 

Trom the money received from tithing, mission offerings, ingather- 
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ing, and institutions, the General Conference makes up its budget. In 
1985 this budget amounted to nearly $149 million."' Some of this 
money is used in maintaining the General Conference officers and 
their offices. Money is also set aside in expense accounts, for church 
leaders are constantly traveling around the world, monitoring and as¬ 
sessing the progress of Seventh-day Adventism. But what also happens 
is that about midyear the directors of every church organization 
(through respective divisions) submit to the General Conference trea¬ 
sury an estimate of their financial needs. The treasury studies every 
proposal and at the Annual Council makes the final appropriations. 
Not all the money is spent. ApropomniTaltlie total budget (it is not 
clear how much) is held in reserve and invested in banks and selected 
companies. 41 

The financial system of Adventism is one that pools the collective 
resources of the church. Spending is determined by a central authority, 
the General Conference, which attempts to allocate funds for the ben¬ 
efit of all. The stronger constituencies compensate for weaker ones, 
and the weaker constituencies are supported by the stronger ones. For 
the system to work, every component must cooperate, from the hum¬ 
blest member to the highest church official. 

I he tithe is especially important in fostering this collective spirit. It 
puts the same obligation on all members and gives everyone the same 
tangible sense of cooperating with Cod through his appointed agency, 
the General Conference. The principle of Cod’s ownership, which is 
the foundation of Adventist tithing, also explains the church’s public 
fund-raising campaign, ingathering. In some respects, it is surprising 
that a denomination (ike Adventism th at keeps instinct ively to itself, 
eTfierges for a few week s each y ear to^solicit f unds for its upkeep from 
nonmembers. The propriety of this campaign was questioned by some 
church members after it was introduced into Adventism by a layman, 
Jasper Wayne, in 1903. But Ellen White told the doubters: “The Lord 
has placed His goods in the hands of unbelievers as well as believers; 
all may return to Him His own for the doing of the work that must 
be done for a fallen world.” 42 Adventists believe that the world’s wealth 
is God’s and therefore available to the church for its work. 

Because of the structure of the Adventist economy, individual initia¬ 
tive must be yielded to the authority of central planners. Church mem¬ 
bers who raise almost all General Conference funds have virtually no 
say in how these funds are used. But the benefit, as with most total 
welfare systems, is that all are looked after, provided that they coop¬ 
erate with the system. It is therefore not surprising to find that in their 
attitude toward money, Adventists early eschewed the individualistic, 
competitive spirit of modern capitalism. Ellen White viewed the pursuit 
of quick or great wealth with grave suspicion. She wrote at length about 
the need for Adventists to use money responsibly and to avoid capi- 
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talistic practices such as .speculation-in the money markets. 45 Part of the 
reason for this was the Adventist belief that money making in America 
constituted one of the signs of the end. 44 But it was also the case that 
the capitalist spirit did not flourish in Adventist society, which was 
founded on the opposite values. 

A clearer understanding of this attitude can be gained by a brief look 
at the church’s publishing industry. For over a decade after its incor¬ 
poration in 1861, the Review and Herald Publishing Association was 
the only publishing house in the denomination. That situation changed, 
however, when the Pacific Press Publishing Association was founded 
in California in 1874. The establishment of a second publishing house 
upset the balance of the industry. Both houses were rivals in the same 
marketplace, and tensions between them inevitably grew in the late 
1870s and 1880s. Given the Adventist predilection for cooperation, it 
was perhaps inevitable that steps would be taken to resolve this situa¬ 
tion. In 1888 the two publishing houses signed an agreement that gave 
them exclusive rights to market Adventist books in—but not beyond— 
their respective areas. It became an established principle that church 
publishers would not compete against each other, so that when the 
church added a third publishing house in America in 1901, the South¬ 
ern Publishing Association, it was made a monopoly in territories in 
the South. 45 

The monopolistic, uncompetitive nature of Adventist publishing is 
also seen in its methods of marketing. Adventist books are distributed 
in two main ways. In the first, books are sold directly to church mem¬ 
bers through retail outlets, known as Adventist Book Centers (ABCs). 
A large Adventist ghetto will normally contain an ABC from which 
church members can purchase their literature. Where Adventists are 
more widely dispersed, ABCs will travel to local churches so that mem¬ 
bers can obtain their supply of books. The other method of distribution 
is through sales representatives known as literature evangelists, or col¬ 
porteurs. It is by this method that Adventists present their books and 
evangelistic literature to the general public. Adventist books are not 
generally sold through normal booksellers but are brought to the doors 
of non-Adventists by the literature evangelists. These representatives 
deal mostly in subscription books, as opposed to trade books, which 
are prepared for the Adventist public. Subscription books are normally 
lavish versions of standard Adventist works and are priced more 
highly. 46 

Both Adventist Book Centers and literature evangelists sell the books 
produced by the publishing house in their area, the latter through an 
intermediary union conference organization called the Home Health 
Education Service. If they want to sell a book not produced by their 
publisher, then they must get the institution to buy copies from the 
original publishing house. In this way, each press acts as a wholesaler 
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for the other, and each can benefit from a popular book. In the event 
of a really successful book, all Adventist publishers eventually obtain 
the right to publish and market it for themselves. 47 

Despite such cooperation, the policy of having three publishing 
houses in one market led to severe economic problems. The Southern 
Publishing Association was closed in 1980 and merged with the Review 
and Herald, which retained the Southern printing plant. Later that 
year, however, the Review and Herald sold Southern’s facility and 
moved its entire printing operation from Washington to Hagerstown, 
Maryland. Three years later, the Pacific Press sold its premises in Cal¬ 
ifornia and moved to Idaho in order to avert impending bankruptcy. 48 
Some church members believe it would make more economic sense to 
have just one publishing house, but the General Conference prefers 
the system of two publishers, in mutual symbiosis, that now operates 
in America. 49 

As well as removing competition from within, Adventist publishers 
have, when necessary, discouraged it from without. As a monopoly, the 
industry sets prices virtually unchallenged, which in the case of the 
subscription books, are particularly high. In the late 1970s, an Andrews 
University professor, Derrick Proctor, who was also a part-time dealer 
in Adventist books, made an individual assault on the Adventist pub¬ 
lishing monopoly. Noting the high profit margins of Adventist books 
(purchasers of subscription books, for example, can pay up to four or 
five times the cost price), Proctor set up his own distribution network, 
which undercut the prices of the ABCs and the Home Health Edu¬ 
cation Service. Needless to say, the church moved swiftly to put Proctor 
out of business, and after a lengthy legal wrangle, the church won the 
right to fix prices free from competition from individual members. 5 ” 
The church demonstrated once again its preference for central plan¬ 
ning over individual initiative, as it demanded cooperation rather than 
competition. The situation in Adventist publishing also holds true in 
other areas of the church’s institutional life. Within the denomination’s 
schools and colleges, for example, competitive sports are not encour¬ 
aged, and sporting contests with other Adventist and non-Adventist 
institutions have not (until the mid-1980s) been countenanced. 51 Ad¬ 
ventist schools and colleges themselves are, in America, not allowed to 
recruit students in areas other than those in which they are located. 
This is not to say that the spirit of competition does not occasionally 
surface among institutions in Adventist society. But the essence of the 
Adventist ethos is to reduce competition to a minimum. 52 

Cooperation has, however, brought its own disadvantages. Adventists 
have proved unu sually susceptible to financiers w ho take advantage of 
theTaith cmirch members place in o ne another. The most important 
example of this was the Davenport affai r, which brought the church 
much public embarrassment in the early 1980s. Lured by exorbitant 
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rates of interest, Adventist leaders invested millions of dollars in the 
property empire of Adventist doctor Donald J. Davenport. In contra¬ 
vention of the General Conference’s working policies, tithe monies were 
placed in Davenport’s hands. In other instances, church leaders used 
their position and influence to raise capital for the Adventist doctor. 
When Davenport’s empire collapsed in 1981, church entities lost over 
$20 million. 53 The Davenport scandal indicated that the church’s lead¬ 
ership had grown accustomed to taking action without proper account¬ 
ability. But it also revealed the readiness of ordinary Adventists to sus¬ 
pend their customary suspicion of financial speculation. Church 
members are accustomed to entrusting money to their coreligionists; 
their faith in one another applies to both tithe payments and dubious 
investments. In 1985 the Elmas Trading Corporation, a “commodities 
arbitrage” that relied heavily on Adventist investors, collapsed. The 
Wall Street Journal noted fh^t inyestOES remained firm believers in the 
company “even in the face of evidence that the enterprise could be 
illegal.” 54 

In an Adventist setting, this response was unsurprising. The govern¬ 
ment of the church is neither monitored nor questioned by ordinary 
members. It is automatically assumed that an Adventist, particularly 
one who holds a responsible position, will act in the best interest of 
others. Adventists may not generally be encouraged to take economic 
initiatives, but if a venture gives the appearance of being endorsed by 
respected church members, A dventists demonstrate an uncri tical will¬ 
ingness to cooperate with it. This is a side effect of a social systerrTthat 
encourages mistrust of those outside but passive acceptance of the sys¬ 
tem itself. Within Adventism, the traditional American value of self- 
reliance is not actively encouraged. The church’s organization is hier¬ 
archical rather than d emocratic^ and its ethos is collectivist rather than 
individualist. This is the consequence of specific historical circum¬ 
stances. But the fact that Adventism espouses alternative values to those 
of American society, suggests that there may be a deeper ideological 
basis for this state of affairs. 

The expected failure of America, the two-horned beast, probably 
convinced Adventists that the nation’s government and institutions 
could not be trusted to protect minorities such as themselves or to in¬ 
augurate the millennium that was widely expected in the early nine¬ 
teenth century. 55 The formation of the Adventist society can thus be 
seen as an attempt to insulate the church from the flawed Republic and 
to provide alternative institutions that would (unlike American insti¬ 
tutions) bring about the millennium. Mrs. White wrote that one of the 
purposes of Adventist institutions was to prepare believers for the 
end. 56 Furthermore, in its hierarchical and collectivist aspects, the Ad¬ 
ventist society is close to the heavenly society that Adventists believe 
will soon supersede America. The divine realm, as revealed in Mrs. 
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White’s vision s, is a hierarc hy. The heavenly beings are each allotted 
their place. Power flows down from the Father and Son, through sev¬ 
eral tiers of angelic orders, to the inhabitants of the unfallen worlds. 
God’s centralized, monarchical administration holds sway over the uni¬ 
verse. 57 

Intriguing evidence of Adventists’ mistrust of American ideals and 
their belief in the superiority of the heavenly ethos can perhaps be 
detected in the account of Satan’s fall in the Spirit of Prophecy. Mrs. 
White’s narrative bears some similarity to Book V of John Milton’s Par¬ 
adise Lost, but she introduced the novel idea that God and Satan sym¬ 
bolized two opposing political systems. In rebelling against the hier¬ 
archical structure of the heavenly court, Satan, according to Mrs. 
White, attempted “to reform the government of God.” He accused the 
Father of taking action without consultation, and regarded Jesus’ po¬ 
sition as God’s coruler as a threat to the freedom of heaven. Before a 
meeting of the angels, Satan declared he “no longer would submit to 
this invasion of his rights and theirs,” and “promised them a new and 
better government than they then had in which all would be freedom.” 
When the situation reached an impasse, Satan precipitated the heavenly 
war by arguing that the angels "must assert their liberty and gain by 
force the position and authority which was not willingly accorded 
them.” 58 What is fascinating about this account is the way in which Satan 
appears to echo the ideals of the American revolution. He accuses the 
prevailing monarchy of taking unilateral action, argues for the rights 
of individuals, promises new and better government, and speaks of 
liberty and freedom. It is as though Mrs. White was giving the values 
of the revolutionaries diabolical expression. Through Satan, she graph¬ 
ically highlighted the unpredictable, alarming, and destructive conse¬ 
quences of individual freedom. 59 

It is therefore easy to see why Adventists—in their administrative 
and economic systems—show a marked preference for hierarchy and 
why they have rejected the assertive individualism of American society. 
Although Adventism ran in parallel to the Republic, its social ethic was 
the antithesis of the democratic ideal, which placed prime importance 
on the individual. The church’s social structure developed into an or¬ 
dered, centralized hierarchy like Mrs. White’s vision of the heavenly 
realm. This is exactly what might be expected of a group that believed 
that the republican experiment would fail and would soon be surpassed 
by the divine government. 



CHAPTER 9 


The Patterns Of Growth 


An appreciation of Adventism’s relationship to the United States helps 
explain the church’s development as a social system. But it does more 
than inform an understanding of the denomination’s vast institutional 
structure, hierarchical government, and collectivist ethic; it also pro¬ 
vides insights into the nature of the denomination’s missionary appeal 
and rapid expansion. Before this phenomenon is examined in detail, 
it is useful to review the patterns of Adventist growth, both in America 
and overseas. 

The preaching of William Miller and his associates was intended to 
warn as many people as possible of the impending Second Advent. As 
Miller’s active ministry began only twelve years before the date of the 
anticipated Judgment, there was obviously little hope that every indi¬ 
vidual could be warned before the event. Although the Millerites were 
zealous evangelists and the movement grew to number approximately 
50,000, the shortage of time meant that their missionary activity was 
understood as a symbolic “witness to all nations” rather than an attempt 
at world evangelism. 1 After the humiliation on October 22, 1844, the 
Adventist movement fragmented. Its Sabbatarian wing was a small mi¬ 
nority, and in 1849 probably numbered less than one hundred. There 
was no real growth in the period 1844 to 1851, not only because the 
public was unlikely to sympathize with a group whose predictions had 
so recently been discredited but also because the Great Disappointment 
had “terminated all mission efforts of Adventists because of their 
general understanding that the door of mercy was closed for human¬ 
ity.” 2 

Despite the Shut-Door theory, converts previously unconnected with 
Adventism found their way into the movement. By 1852 numbers had 
increased to 250. This almost unwished-for expansion, combined with 
Ellen White’s growing doubts about the theory, prompted church lead¬ 
ers to abandon completely the Shut-Door doctrine in 1854. Although 
some within the movement felt that missionary activity was useless, 
since “no human agency" could “stem the wickedness of the world,” 
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converts continued to be drawn, so that by 1863, when the Seventh- 
day Adventist Church was formed, its adherents numbered 3,500. 3 
During the following decade, missionary activity continued in the 
United States on the assumption that the church was fulfilling its mis¬ 
sion to preach the gospel to all peoples through its evangelism in mul¬ 
tiethnic North America. The enthusiasm of the laity ensured that some 
literature was sent overseas. The leadership of the church was slow to 
respond to the desire for foreign missions, and the first Seventh-day 
Adventist missionary, a converted Catholic priest M. B. Czechowski, left 
for Europe in 1864 without official authorization. 4 He did not inform 
his European converts of his Adventist connections, but when they were 
discovered by accident, links were formed between Swiss Sabbath 
keepers and the church in America. In response to appeals from this 
group, J. N. Andrews, Adventism’s first official overseas missionary, 
left for Switzerland in 1874. 5 

During the 1870s, membership nearly trebled, and by 1880 stood at 
1 5,570. However, in the following decade the rate of growth was 
halved, and by 1890 membership had only advanced to 29,711. With 
the exception of the mission to Australia begun in 1885, new territories 
were entered as the result of individual lay initiative or in response to 
direct requests from indigenous sympathizers. Despite the success of 
individual missionaries, “the idea of becoming involved in this world¬ 
wide outreach was only gradually understood by the believers.” 6 

In the 1890s, however, missionary work at last took on a global per¬ 
spective. Membership increased by 155 percent during the decade, as 
Adventism became established in over thirty nations in Central and 
South America, Africa, and the Pacific. 7 The sudden upsurge in mis¬ 
sionary activity was not a phenomenon unique to Adventism; the 1890s 
marked the zenith of general missionary outreach from the United 
States. But there had been important internal change as well; the 1888 
General Conference marked a move, by at least some Adventists, away 
from an introverted legalism toward a greater emphasis on righteous¬ 
ness by faith and the conversion experience. The new president elected 
on this occasion, O. A. Olsen, was, significantly, the first to have had 
overseas missionary experience, having worked in Scandinavia. 8 Even 
if the general climate was now more favorable toward missionary ac¬ 
tivity, it was still most frequently undertaken by laymen and colpor¬ 
teurs. By the 1901 General Conference, with membership standing at 
about 80,000, it was obvious to Mrs. White and others that missionary 
activity could not be left entirely to local initiative. Under the presi¬ 
dency of A. G. Daniells, the Foreign Missions Board became directly 
responsible to an enlarged General Conference executive committee, 
which from then on supervised different aspects of its work through 
several departments. The reorganization was not just a move toward 
centralization; the formation of union conferences and missions re- 
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lieved the General Conference of direct responsibility for institutions 
and evangelism within individual areas. 9 

This reorganization has been described as “an exemplary model of 
church missionary structure.” 10 It was the framework within which A. 
G. Daniells, in the words of one, perhaps overenthusiastic, Adventist 
missiologist, “led out in a mission program that has not had its equal 
since the early Christians conquered the world.” 11 Certainly, the change 
of official policy was dramatic: “Up to Daniells’s election as president, 
only one or two Adventist missionaries had been sent out from North 
America every year. The year following his election the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church sent sixty new missionaries overseas, and during his 
whole presidency ninety new Adventist missionaries, on the average, 
left the shores of North America every year.” 12 Despite the fact that 
Adventist missions now began to be established all over the world, the 
rate of church growth dropped to an all-time low. This may partly be 
attributed to internal strife within the North American church (the 
church’s dispute with John Harvey Kellogg) but statistics indicate that 
the rate of growth was at least halved outside America as well. In the 
same period, the ratio of evangelistic workers to members rose to a 
level higher than any before or since. In 1910 there was one evangelistic 
worker for every twenty-one church members. 

Although the short-term benefits of reorganization may not have 
been reflected in growth, the next decade was to prove more successful. 
In 1920 the membership stood at 185,450, a figure now almost equally 
divided between North America and the other divisions of the church. 
The First World War does not appear to have disrupted Adventist 
missionary expansion. In fact, Adventists may have benefited from the 
reduced competition of European missionary groups. The Edinburgh 
Conference of 1910 had marked the high-water mark of mainline Prot¬ 
estant mission. By the Jerusalem Conference of 1928, the effects of 
economic recession and growing secularization had muted Edinburgh’s 
triumphalism. 13 Adventist missions, however, steadily expanded, enter¬ 
ing one or more new territories every year, with membership increasing 
at an annual rate of 5 to 6 percent. H By 1940 there were half a million 
Adventists worldwide. This sustained growth was particularly impres¬ 
sive, since “during the interwar years the rate of apostasies averaged 
between 55 and 60 percent of conversions.” 15 

The Second World War proved a greater obstacle to missionary ac¬ 
tivity than had the First, but in the aftermath of Hiroshima, according 
to one Adventist historian, “Adventist emphasis on eschatological 
prophecies suddenly appeared relevant.” The church’s leadership, 
“sensing the opportune times,” issued a call in 1947 “for every Adven¬ 
tist minister, including those involved in departmental and institutional 
work, ‘to actively engage in public evangelism for as much time as pos¬ 
sible each year.’ ” 16 The spearhead of this campaign was high-profile 
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evangelism in major cities, fronted by charismatic speakers like R. A. 
Anderson, Fordyce Detamore, and George Vandeman. 17 Church mem¬ 
bership reached the one million mark in 1955, almost double the figure 
of ten years before, with growth continuing overseas at a rate twice that 
of the North American division. Despite the increasing employment of 
radio and television, the rate of growth slowed in the second half of 
the 1950s and early 1960s to below 5 percent per annum, only slightly 
more than half the rate enjoyed in the decade 1945-55. 

It was during the early 1960s that Adventists started to become more 
self-conscious about missionary activity. The all-American style of pub¬ 
lic evangelism was questioned in some cultural contexts. The apparent 
inability of the church to make headway in the Middle East resulted 
in a series of conferences during 1961 to 1963 designed to find points 
of contact between Islam and Adventism. 18 A similar effort had already 
been made by Walter Schubert to accommodate the Adventist message 
to the cultural style of established Catholic nations. 1,1 However, neither 
effort was rewarded with evangelistic success (save in Latin America) 
or official denominational approval, and the American ethos of Ad¬ 
ventist evangelism remained. 

During the 1960s and 1970s the church enjoyed a steady 5 to 6 per¬ 
cent annual growth. This increase was largely the result of the rapid 
expansion of the church in the Third World. In 1930 North America, 
Europe, and Australia accounted for nearly 70 percent of world mem¬ 
bership; by 1970 that share had dropped to 30 percent. 20 Yet although 
in 1970 only 20 percent of the world population was Christian, the 
Adventist missiologist Gottfried Oosterwal estimated that up until ihat 
time only around 5 percent of Adventists had been from non-Christian 
backgrounds. Although another Adventist missiologist, Borge Schantz, 
has challenged this assessment, a clear majority of Adventists still live 
in predominantly Christian countries out of contact with the two billion 
people ignorant of Christianity. 21 In response to this problem, the 
church’s 1976 Autumn Council “laid aside routine business for the ma¬ 
jor part of the session, concentrating instead on methods for finishing 
the tasks they saw as committed to Adventists.” Their conclusion was 
“to do all in their power to awaken the Adventist membership to the 
urgency of evangelism.” 22 This directive bore fruit in the “1,000 Days 
of Reaping” in the early 1980s, a plan to harvest one thousand souls 
per day for one thousand days, which was successful in raising church 
membership to around 4.5 million in 1985. 

Although by now the North American division accounted for less 
than one-fifth of the world’s Adventist population, the United States, 
with over 600,000 members, was still the nation possessing the largest 
single membership. Furthermore, the church has, since the Second 
World War, achieved a growth rate matched only by the Mormons and 
the Assemblies of God. 23 This has been produced by the combination 
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of conversions, biological increase (the baptism of Adventist children), 
and the retention of existing members. In America, where the church 
has a longer history than in the Third World, new recruits play a 
smaller role.- 1 Despite this, conversions remain vital. Adventist families 
are smaller than the average, and the church cannot hope to retain all 
the second generation as members. 25 Without a steady infusion of new 
blood, the church would soon weaken. But it shows no sign of overall 
decline. From where have these converts been drawn? And what ex¬ 
ternal factors are conducive to their recruitment? 

A study of the background of new members of the Georgia-Cum- 
berland Conference between 1979 and 1980 was conducted by the In¬ 
stitute of Church Ministry (ICM) at the denomination’s Andrews Uni¬ 
versity. Of those who responded to the survey, 38 percent had been 
raised in an Adventist home. Of the rest, 73 percent were Protestant, 
6 percent Catholic, and 19 percent had no previous affiliation. The 
average age of those without an Adventist background was 35, and the 
average level of education was to about eleventh grade. Fifty-nine per¬ 
cent were female, 19 percent were in professional/managerial jobs, 19 
percent were homemakers, 16 percent were students, 11 percent were 
skilled laborers, and 11 percent unskilled laborers. Fifty-four percent 
gave their annual family income as less than $15,000. 26 

These findings can usefully be compared with those of another ICM- 
sponsored project, a 1986 marketing study, which used market research 
techniques to profile both the existing membership and new believers. 
Unlike earlier studies, this was not a survey but a comprehensive, na¬ 
tionwide analysis that correlated addresses with census data to build up 
a picture of Adventist representation in forty-seven social groups— 
each group being defined by a cluster of socioeconomic characteristics. 
To some extent, this study confirmed the earlier data. New believers 
were drawn disproportionately from younger groups and from those 
with a below-average median income. But the marketing study also 
revealed important new information. Thirteen percent of new recruits 
were drawn from predominantly Hispanic groups—groups that rep¬ 
resented only 3 percent of the general population. Eight percent were 
drawn from black groups, which made them marginally overrepre¬ 
sented as well. Of the twenty-two most geographically mobile groups, 
Adventists were disproportionately successful in fifteen; of the twenty- 
two least mobile, they were overrepresented in only five. While Ad¬ 
ventists appeared to recruit from all sections of society, they drew few 
converts from the ranks of the well-educated, affluent, suburban 
professionals who constituted 8 percent of the population but only 4 
percent of new believers. 27 

There are several conclusions to be drawn from such data. The first 
concerns Adventism and the disadvantaged in the United States. Al¬ 
though America is an autonomous nation state with sufficient economic 
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and military power to render it almost impervious to outside influence, 
it is not necessarily the case that all sections of the population experi¬ 
ence the power of the nation in the same way. To those who are fully 
integrated within American society, the power of the nation may seem 
to be something in which they share. But for those who occupy a more 
marginal position, national power may seem an external and possibly 
alien force. Some citizens may feel excluded from it. The population 
can thus be divided into “insiders” and “outsiders.” The latter group 
experiences American power only passively—as something that affects 
their lives but over which they can exercise no control. 

There are several possible indicators of a person’s position within 
American society. Economic factors are obviously important: those with 
large disposable incomes are able to exert a greater degree of control 
over their lives than those without. They are able both to define their 
positions and to effect changes in their environment. Similarly, those 
in high-status employment have greater opportunity to set their own 
objectives and to influence those around them. Another indication of 
being an “insider” is the degree to which a person is firmly established 
within a particular environment. This is more likely to be true of the 
old than the young; it is also more likely to be true of those who have 
lived in the same place for a long time. Continuity and stability can 
contribute to a sense of belonging, even for those of only low socio¬ 
economic status. Racial differences are also important. American so¬ 
ciety has been dominated by white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants, and per¬ 
sons of other ethnic backgrounds have traditionally occupied more 
marginal roles. 1 * 8 

It is apparent that Adventists recruit heavily from among outsiders— 
from among those who have not established themselves and are not in 
a position to exercise authority. The most obvious example of this is 
the church’s strong appeal to racial minorities. The 1966 marketing 
study showed that over 20 percent of new believers were drawn from 
black and Hispanic groups that constituted only 10 percent of the pop¬ 
ulation. Adventist converts were also economically disadvantaged: 70 
percent were drawn from groups with below-average income, and they 
were most severely underrepresented in the top income groups. 
Furthermore, new believers, even those of higher socioeconomic status, 
tended to be recruited from among the young and geographically mo¬ 
bile. Within America, Adventism’s appeal is primarily to those who by 
virtue of race, poverty, age, or mobility have not yet been able to find 
a secure position within society. These are people who cannot take the 
benefits of American life for granted; for them, the American dream 
of autonomy and prosperity is not an everyday experience: it is, at 
most, an aspiration. 29 

The precarious socioeconomic position of most converts helps ex¬ 
plain the way in which rates of growth are sensitive to fluctuations in 
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the economy. Converts are drawn from the ranks of those least insu¬ 
lated from the effects of economic decline. Depression in the economy 
is liable to swell the numbers of outsiders and thus increase the pool 
of potential recruits. A clear example of this is provided by the Great 
Depression of the early 1930s. The Wall Street crash of 1929 triggered 
a general recession, the full effects of which became clear by 1931. In 
that year the Seventh-day Adventist Church in America baptized 
10,600 new members, a 40 percent increase over the previous year. 
Throughout the Depression, the church enjoyed an annual net growth 
of between 5 and 6 percent, approximately twice that experienced dur¬ 
ing the previous decade of prosperity. 30 

The one respect in which Adventist converts do not appear to be 
marginal is their religious background. The Georgia-Cumberland Con¬ 
ference survey showed 73 percent of new recruits to be Protestant. In 
neither this nor other studies is there any indication that Adventists 
convert many members of other religious minorities. 31 On the contrary, 
most converts appear to be drawn from mainstream Protestantism. 
However, even this finding is in keeping with the general pattern of 
the church’s evangelism. Adventists draw their recruits from the socially 
marginal members of the dominant religious tradition. Converts be¬ 
come religious outsiders as well as social and economic outsiders, bring¬ 
ing their religious affiliations into alignment with the rest of their ex¬ 
perience. In this context, the theology of Adventism is particularly 
important. Seventy percent of new believers in the Georgia-Cumber¬ 
land survey said that they were most attracted to the church by “the 
truth and beauty of its teaching” 32 Adventist beliefs obviously help those 
who espouse them to make sense of their own lives. This may, in part, 
be because of the way in which Adventist theology explains the position 
of the church relative to America. The convert’s marginality to domi¬ 
nant structures of American society is explained and justified in theo¬ 
logical terms. Another factor may be the conviction with which the 
Adventist message is expressed. Few people are attracted to churches 
in which theology is hedged around by qualifications. Adventism’s ev¬ 
ident ideological appeal may also be a function of the church’s apparent 
theological certainty. 33 

People are, however, very far from being motivated solely by ideas. 
One of the things that came to light in the ICM studies was the im¬ 
portance of church institutions in both attracting and retaining con¬ 
verts. In the Georgia-Cumberland survey, 9 percent of new believers 
who did not come from an Adventist home said that they had attended 
one of the church’s elementary schools. Still more significant is the role 
of the church school in bringing Adventist children to baptism. Of the 
Georgia-Cumberland converts from an Adventist home, 80 percent had 
spent at least some time at an Adventist elementary school. As the mean 
average age for the baptism of those from an Adventist home was 
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barely 17, the significance of schooling is evident. 34 A survey conducted 
in 1950 found that the usual age for the baptism of Adventist children 
was twelve years. By the age of 18, 89 percent of those who became 
church members had already been baptized. The church school played 
a crucial part in bringing young people to a positive decision. The 1950 
survey found that of those who had attended church schools all the 
way through college, 100 percent had been baptized and only 12 per¬ 
cent had subsequently withdrawn. In contrast, of those young people 
from Adventist homes who had no denominational education, only just 
over half were ever baptized, and of those a majority subsequently left 
the church. 

Both the proportion and the level of denominational schooling cor¬ 
related positively with church affiliation. Those with a complete Ad¬ 
ventist education were more likely to be loyal to the church than those 
whose schooling had been mixed; but those who went to an Adventist 
academy or college after an otherwise nondenominational education 
were even more likely to retain their church membership than those 
with a complete Adventist education to the same level. Among those 
with a complete church education, affiliation also correlated with ed¬ 
ucational level. Of eighth-grade graduates, 48 percent were church 
members; of high-school graduates, 71 percent; and of college grad¬ 
uates, 88 percent. 35 Clearly, biological growth does not take place au¬ 
tomatically. The church school has played a vital role in ensuring that 
a significant number of Adventist children retain the faith of their 
parents. 36 Some non-Adventists are brought into the church through 
denominational schooling, but the primary benefit of the system is its 
capacity to socialize the second and subsequent generations. The school 
system is thus an important adjunct to direct evangelistic outreach. 

The factors involved in Adventist growth appear to include margin- 
ality to American social power, fluctuations in the economy, and insti¬ 
tutional development. Although it is impossible to collate all relevant 
information on a worldwide scale, and any conclusions must remain 
tentative, it is possible to discern similar factors at work in the inter¬ 
national development of the church. 

In the ten years from the beginning of 1973 to the beginning of 
1983, church membership increased by 72 percent, from 2.3 million 
to 3.9 million, with only the Islamic nations remaining impenetrable. 
The annual rate accelerated slightly in the second half of the decade 
and compares favorably with that achieved at any time since the 1950s. 
At the same time, the ratio of full-time evangelistic workers to church 
members dwindled, and in ig73 stood at about 1 to 100. In regional 
terms, however, rates of growth were highly uneven, ranging from vir¬ 
tual stagnation in Europe to a spectacular 180 percent increase during 
the period in Central America (see Figure 1). The result of this was 
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Figure 1 . SDA World Growth, 1973-83 



Note: Membership figures calculated on January 1 of each year 

Source: Compiled from figures published in relevant editions of the Annual Statistical 
Report (Washington, D.C.: Office of Archives and Statistics, General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists). 

that by 1983, half the world membership lived in Africa or Latin Amer¬ 
ica. 

In comparison, European Adventism looked distinctly unhealthy. All 
but one of the countries showing a net loss for the period (see Table 
1) were located in Central or Northern Europe. (The figures for Sri 
Lanka are distorted by the small base and mass apostasy in 1974 ) The 
internal problems of the Hungarian church may partially account for 
the setbacks there, but the situation in Germany indicated nothing but 
long-term decline. The total German membership (East and West) in 
1983 was 35,000, exactly the same as seventy years earlier. It is worth 
noting that the decline is less marked in the predominantly Catholic 
southern part of the country, while the Lutheran northeast shares with 
Lutheran Scandinavia a steady erosion in numbers. 

At the other end of the scale, the Adventist church in Zaire, along 
with other Protestant groups, has benefited from an astonishing wave 
of receptivity to Christianity (see Table 2). 37 The figures for the two 
quinquennia reveal that while the rate of growth declined slightly, Zaire 
remained dearly the most successful location for Adventist mission. In 
general, the rate of expansion increased in Africa, while decreasing in 
Central America. This upturn in Africa was enough to compensate for 



120 / ADVENTIST EXPERIENCE 


Table 1 . Countries Showing Lowest Rates of Growth 


Country 

Percentage Growth 

1973-83 

East Germany 

- 14.8 

Hungary 

- 13.2 

Denmark 

- 10.4 

Sweden 

- 6.4 

West Germany 

- 2.7 

Sri Lanka 

- 4.7 

Poland 

0.3 

Norway 

0.7 

Switzerland 

2.2 

Yugoslavia 

2.4 


Source: Compiled from figures published in relevant editions of the Annual Statistical 
Report (Washington, D.C.: Office of Archives and Statistics, General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists), 


Table 2 . Union Missions Showing Highest Rates of Growth 


Country 

1973-83 

Percentage Increase 
1973-78 

1978-83 

Zaire 

244 

89 

82 

Mexico 

183 

72 

64 

Central America 

173 

80 

52 

Angola 

154 

65 

53 

Franco-Haiti 

131 

60 

45 

West Africa 

126 

33 

70 

Antilla 

120 

59 

39 

Mozambique 

117 

44 

51 

Southern Africa (black) 

116 

24 

75 

Chile 

114 

56 

37 

Colombia/Venezuela 

108 

51 

38 

Korea 

108 

32 

57 

India 3 

102 

43 

42 

Zambia 

101 

19 

69 

East Africa 

101 

42 

42 


’This represents a composite figure for the three Indian missions. (Membership figures 
calculated on January 1 of each year.) 

Source: Compiled from figures published in relevant editions of the Annual Statistical 
Report (Washington, D.C.: Office of Archives and Statistics, General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists). 
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a general downward trend in the second half of the decade, when the 
rate of growth slowed in more than 60 percent of the union missions 
worldwide. 

However, the changes in growth did not affect the balance of the 
total membership. At the beginning of 1983 the countries with the 
largest Adventist populations were the United States (608,290), Brazil 
(336,203), and the Philippines (287,288), with Mexico, Kenya, Rwanda, 
Jamaica, and India the other nations having a membership of more 
than 100,000. The size of the Adventist community is not an indication 
of its numerical strength relative to the rest of the population. 38 The 
proportion of Adventists is highest in small countries and islands like 
Guyana (1 to 52), Belize (1 to 26), Guadeloupe (1 to 49), the Bahamas 
(1 to 36), and the Solomon Islands (1 to 20). The miniscule Pitcairn 
Island (population 55) remains the only place with an Adventist ma¬ 
jority, but Adventists are found in significant numbers in larger nations 
as well: Jamaica (1 to 20), Rwanda (1 to 45), Haiti (1 to 63), and Papua 
New Guinea (1 to 4g). 

In suggesting tentative explanations for international patterns in Ad¬ 
ventist church growth, only external, contextual factors will be dis¬ 
cussed. This procedure permits comparison between different areas of 
the world, but because in each case the intervening variables have not 
been exhaustively explored, the results should be interpreted with cau¬ 
tion. It has been noted that in America, Adventists seem to attract con¬ 
verts during economic crises. Sociologists such as Bryan Wilson who 
see Adventism as a revolutionist movement might therefore expect 
growth to take place in times of economic deprivation. 39 These need 
not be periods of great poverty but may occur whenever “an individual 
or group may be, or feel, disadvantaged in comparison to other indi¬ 
viduals or groups or to an internalized set of standards.” 40 Such feelings 
are difficult to measure, but it may be possible to point to specific 
economic conditions that seem likely to prompt them. 

A state’s gross national product (GNP) per capita (usually expressed 
in U.S. dollars) gives no indication of the distribution of wealth within 
the country but often serves as an indicator of the relative wealth of 
nations. 41 A low relative increase in per capita GNP over a period of 
years will imply national economic problems. It might be also promote 
a sense of comparative deprivation among individuals and groups. Ta¬ 
ble 3 contrasts pairs of neighboring countries of comparable size and 
wealth during the late 1970s and early 1980s. In each pair, the per¬ 
centage increase in GNP per capita is in inverse proportion to the per¬ 
centage of the membership increase. It would be foolhardy to conclude 
that there must be some kind of causal connection, for it is possible to 
cite counterexamples (for example, Equador and Bolivia). However, it 
is worth noting that in several countries where there was a marked rise 
in the rate of growth from 1973—78 to 1978—83, there is also evidence 
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Table 3. Changes in GNP (per capita) and SDA Membership Increase 


1976 1980 Percent 

Country GNP (U.S.$) GNP Change 

1978 

Members 

(start) 

1982 

Members 

(end) 

Percent 

Change 

Uganda 

240 

280 

17 

13,010 

20,197 

55 

Kenya 

240 

420 

75 

113,728 

159,447 

40 

El Salvador 

490 

590 

20 

10,800 

23,261 

115 

Guatemala 

650 

1,110 

76 

15,073 

20,130 

34 

Ghana 

580 

420 

-28 

28,017 

50,115 

79 

Nigeria 

380 

1,010 

166 

38,921 

53,435 

37 

Peru 

800 

980 

23 

61,075 

91,30T 

50 

Colombia 

630 

1,180 

87 

48,180 

65,082 

35 


Note: 

The discrepancy in date between the two sets of GNP and membership figures allows 
for a time lag between the onset of sometimes barely visible ecomonic trends and the 
possible responses to them. 

“But for mass apostasy in 1982, this figure would have been 9,000 higher. 

Source: Figures for GNP per capita from relevant editions of John Paxton, ed., The 
Stateman’s Yearbook (London: Macmillan Press). Figures for SDA membership 
from relevant editions of the Annual Statistical Report (Washington, D C.: Office 
of Archives and Statistics, General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists). 

of regionally atypical economic decline between 1976 and 1980 . (Zam¬ 
bia is perhaps the best example.) 

Political crises also appear to be conducive to Adventist growth. Phis 
accords with the belief of many sociologists that millennialist move¬ 
ments emerge and prosper in periods of social tension. But a careful 
examination of Adventist membership growth in selected countries 
during the 1970 s and ig 8 os yields only patchy support for this general 
conclusion. In countries where growth is already slow or nonexistent, 
a political crisis seems to have little discernable effect. Membership of 
the Polish Union remained completely static throughout the unstable 
period 1973 - 83 . Similarly, the gradual increase of membership in Por¬ 
tugal showed no sign of escalating in the aftermath of the 1974 rev¬ 
olution. In fact, certain types of political disruption may inhibit growth. 
That the church suffered reverses in Ethiopia after the downfall of 
Haile Selassie is perhaps not surprising in view of its close association 
with the former monarch, but the reduction in the rate of conversions 
in Zimbabwe during the chaotic period following the end of white mi¬ 
nority rule indicates that a prolonged national crisis is not the sufficient 
condition of increased growth. However, there are countries in South 
Africa where this hypothesis seems to be substantiated. The church in 
Angola flourished during a bitter civil war (although comparable sue- 
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cess in Mozambique might suggest that factors other than the war were 
involved). Most dramatic was the burgeoning of the black South Af¬ 
rican union, the Southern Union, where the rate of growth in the tense 
1978-83 period was three times that in the marginally more placid 
years of 1973-78. 

A comparative study of Chile and Argentina may provide a clearer 
indicator of the precise type of political crisis that stimulates church 
growth (see Figures 2 and 3). In the early 1970s, both were ruled for 
periods of three years by what might be termed “dictatorial populist” 
governments. In both cases, the army put an end to instability by en¬ 
forcing military rule. In Argentina the years in which Juan Peron and 
his widow were ascendent were also those in which the rate of Adventist 
growth reached its peak. In Chile during the effective years of the 
Marxist AUende government, the growth rate slumped to an average 
of 4.7 percent, down 2.2 percent from the previous two years. More 
striking still was the leap to 14.5 percent growth in 1974, the first full 
year of General Pinochet’s regime, after which the annual rate averaged 
9.2 percent. If any conclusions may be drawn from these figures, they 
would be that political instability does not in itself stimulate growth, 
that the church may be affected by political change, and that rightist, 
rather than leftist, governments provide an atmosphere more condu¬ 
cive to expansion. 

Perhaps more significant than the precise political complexion of the 
regime is the extent of American involvement and influence. Allende 
was overthrown in an American-inspired coup, and Pinochet leaned 
heavily on assistance from the United States. 42 It is not altogether sur¬ 
prising that a switch from a Marxist to a pro-American capitalist gov¬ 
ernment should be accompanied by a marked upswing in conversions 
to a religious movement native to America. It is generally easier for 
the church to operate in nations with which the United States has 
strong economic, political, or military ties. Furthermore, Adventism 
may enable people in such countries to put America’s geopolitical dom¬ 
inance into theological context, which is perhaps analagous to the way 
in which Adventism in America helps outsiders come to terms with the 
centers of American power. 

That there is some relationship between American presence and Ad¬ 
ventist success is suggested by an analysis of the extent to which Ad¬ 
ventism has penetrated the life of countries in the American sphere of 
influence. The ratio of Adventists to the rest of the population is the 
clearest indicator of this. As noted above, the ratio is highest in small 
nations where a small absolute number of church members represents 
a significant proportion of the total population. However, even making 
allowance for the small populations of nations in Central America and 
the Caribbean, it is interesting that almost half the countries with an 
Adventist penetration of more than 1 to 500 are located in this region, 
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Figure 2. S1)A Chinch Growth (Argentina) 
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Source: Compiled from figures published in relevant editions of the Annual Statistical 
Report. 
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Figure 3 . SDA Church Growth (Chile) 
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Source: Compiled from figures published in relevant editions of the Animal Statistical 
Report. 
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firmly within the American sphere of influence. Still more striking is 
the fact that of the larger nations with a significant Adventist pres¬ 
ence—notably Brazil, the Philippines, Korea, and Mexico—almost all 
have close links with the United States. 1:1 

Another factor that emerges from this analysis is Adventism’s success 
within the former British colonies. Central Africa, Kenya, Ghana, Tan¬ 
zania, and Zambia provide the most prominent examples. Papua New 
Guinea, and several smaller islands where the church has progressed 
rapidly, are also former British colonies or protectorates, as are Aus¬ 
tralia and New Zealand. Within the British Empire, the church bene¬ 
fited from the grants-in-aid scheme in which government finance sup¬ 
ported the church’s schools and institutions. The denomination was 
thus able to build a network of institutions through which to convert 
and socialize the local population. In the United States, the function 
of church schools differs from those in the Third World, where the 
Adventist mission school may provide the best, and perhaps the only, 
available form of education and thus act as an introduction to the 
church itself. But the same factors may still be at work. Adventist ed¬ 
ucation brings with it the benefits of all forms of education: it opens 
the way to higher-status occupations and increased earning capacity. 
These are the very things that Adventist converts most notably lack. 
Adventism may thus hold a dual attraction: it puts converts’ low status 
in theological context and offers, at least for succeeding generations, 
the opportunity of leaving that status behind. In Adventism, “outsiders” 
can clothe their marginality in religious dress while simultaneously im¬ 
proving their socioeconomic position. Thus, the church enables out¬ 
siders to exchange one type of marginality for another: socioeconomic 
marginality for religious marginality. Further discussion of this process 
must await part three, but it may at least suggest one reason for Ad¬ 
ventism’s success at the edges of American life, both within and beyond 
the United States. 



CHAPTER 10 


The Science of Happiness 


The object of Adventist evangelistic endeavor is to convert people to 
the doctrines of the church. But important as these doctrines are, Ad¬ 
ventist evangelism is equally concerned to effect a change in the lifestyle 
of the prospective convert. As well as, say, accepting the Sabbath or 
being able to identify the various beasts of the Apocalypse, joining the 
Seventh-day Adventist church means embarking on a well-worn road 
to personal well-being and, it is hoped, eternal happiness. 

To this end, the denomination has sought to guide its members’ be¬ 
havior in three important areas of human experience: health, sex, and 
family life. As any person who has visited an Adventist evangelistic 
campaign will know, the most visible of the three areas is the church’s 
health program. In the ig8os the virtues of this program were per¬ 
suasively argued in How You Can Live Six Extra Years (1981). The au¬ 
thors, Lewis Walton and the doctors Jo Ellen Walton and John Scharf- 
fenberg, had conducted workshops specifically designed to enlighten 
the American public about the benefits of the Adventist way of life. 
The book describes the main ingredients of this lifestyle. It prohibits 
the use of drugs, tobacco, alcohol, and many types of meat. A vege¬ 
tarian diet is advocated, although it is acknowledged that many Ad¬ 
ventists include milk and eggs. But whole grains, fruits, nuts, and veg¬ 
etables are recommended as the basis of an adequate diet. It is also 
suggested that stimulants such as caffeine, spices, and hot condiments 
should be avoided. 1 The authors outline the seven principles that un¬ 
dergird the Adventist approach to health: pure air and water, careful 
nutrition, regularity, rest, exercise, and moderation in eating. 2 

What are the benefits of this lifestyle? Six Extra Years refers to studies 
suggesting that Adventists, at least in America, are far less likely than 
their counterparts to die from modern diseases. Only about half as 
many Adventists are likely to die from heart disease, strokes, diabetes, 
or peptic ulcers as members of the general population. Adventists suf¬ 
fer only 13 percent of the average number of deaths caused by cirrhosis 
of the liver, 20 percent of deaths from lung cancer, and 32 percent of 
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deaths caused by emphysema. The incidence of cancer deaths among 
Adventists is reduced by about one-third, and in an apparent vindi¬ 
cation of the belief that the Adventist lifestyle brings happiness and 
contentment, Adventists commit only 31 percent of the usual number 
of suicides. 3 Walton and his colleagues cite additional evidence showing 
that in respect to coronary thrombosis, the more Adventists conform 
to the church’s health message, the less chance they have of suffering 
an untimely death. Reiterating the message that became common in 
the 1970s, they argue that living the Adventist way can add up to three 
years to your life expectancy for women and over six extra years for 
men. 4 

This emphasis on health is a legacy of the health reform movement, 
which was an important force in nineteenth-century America. In re¬ 
sponse to what one historian has called “a sick and dirty nation,” a 
number of reformers resolved to improve the poor health of their fel¬ 
low countrymen. 5 In the 1830s Sylvester Graham, a Presbyterian min¬ 
ister, began an extensive temperance crusade and invented one of the 
first health foods, the graham cracker. William A. Alcott, a doctor 
trained at Yale, joined with Graham to found in 1837 the American 
Physiological Society, the first of the health reform associations. Horace 
Mann inspired a campaign that culminated in 1850 in an act of the 
Massachusetts General Court requiring the teaching of physiology and 
hygiene in public schools. Other reformers included Lewis B. Coles, 
who elevated the principles of health reform to the level of the Ten 
Commandments; Drs. Joel Shew and R. T. Trail, who pioneered water 
cure treatments in the 1840s; and Dr. James C. Jackson, who estab¬ 
lished an influential water cure center at Dansville, New York, in 1858.^ 

These reformers shared a general distrust of existing medical prac¬ 
tices. They believed, with some justification, that bleeding and the 
chemical medicines that were provided for curing disease often made 
matters worse. Instead, they favored natural methods such as hydro¬ 
therapy. In preventing disease, they generally advocated plenty of fresh 
air and water; the avoidance of tea, coffee, tobacco, and alcohol; a 
vegetarian diet; exercise; rest; personal hygiene; and moderation in 
both eating and drinking. 7 

Ellen White, who pioneered health reform among Seventh-day Ad¬ 
ventists, learned from the reformers who preceded her. The prophe¬ 
tess’s interest in health sprang from her own general ill health, as such 
interest did for so many of the people who took up the cause of reform. 
Mrs. White's concern with healthful living started when she received a 
vision on the subject in 1848, but it was not until after June 5, 1863, 
that she really became a committed health reformer. During that eve¬ 
ning, at an Adventist home in Otsego, Michigan, Ellen White received 
a vision from God that stressed the need for health reform. The first 
published account of her vision reveals that there was little that pre- 
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vious reformers had not already said. She outlined the evils of over- 
indulgence, advocated a vegetarian diet, and frowned on the use of 
alcohol and tobacco. She also came out against the use of tea and coffee, 
referring to them as “slow poisons.” But as well as these dietary pro¬ 
hibitions, Mrs. White stressed the deleterious effects of overwork and 
the importance of personal hygiene. Concerning the treatment of dis¬ 
ease, she favored water cure methods. Mrs. White had little time for 
conventional medicine as then currently practiced, and she thought the 
indiscriminate prescription of drugs a particular evil. 8 

In her account of the vision, she made a passing reference to the 
idea that the human body was to be regarded as the temple of God, 
using it to show that it was a Christian duty to keep the body as healthy 
as possible. 9 Based on the reference in 1 Corinthians 3:16, this belief 
became, in the twentieth century, an important rationale for the de¬ 
nomination’s concern with healthful living. However, it played little 
part in the philosophy of her initial vision as a whole. If there was a 
philosophy underlying Mrs. White’s first statement on health reform, 
it was the concept of the “laws of health.” At the core of these laws 
were abstentious and temperate habits. Disease, Mrs. White maintained, 
only resulted when the laws of health were disobeyed or broken: “Many 
marvel that the human race have [52c] so degenerated, physically, men¬ 
tally, and morally. They do not understand that it is the violation . . . 
of the laws of health, that has produced this sad degeneracy.” 10 This 
was the crucial point she emphasized repeatedly: 

The human family have violated the laws of health, and have run to excess in 
almost everything. Disease has been steadily increasing. The cause has been 
followed by the effect. . . . Many are living in violation to the laws of health, 
and are ignorant of the relation their habits of eating, drinking, and working 
sustain to their health. . . . Multitudes remain in inexcusable ignorance in re¬ 
gard to the laws of their being. ... I have been shown that a great amount of 
suffering might be saved if all would labor to prevent disease, by strictly obey¬ 
ing the laws of health." 

Mrs. White clearly understood the laws of health to be of divine 
origin. Yet her discussion of them tended to give her exposition of 
health reform a naturalistic rather than a supernatural basis. What is 
striking about the account of her vision is the general lack of scriptural 
justification for her message. She did supply numerous biblical ex¬ 
amples of the evils of all kinds of intemperance, but her arguments for 
health reform were based on the iron rigidities of natural law. “All our 
enjoyments or^sufferings,” she wrote later, “may be traced to obedience 
orjxans gre s sion of natural la w.” 12 

The Otsego vision markecTthe point at which Seventh-day Adventists 
began to accept the principles of health reform in significant numbers. 
I he founding of the Western Health Reform Institute at Battle Creek 
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in 1866 further underlined that commitment, as did the magazine. The 
Health Reformer, which was started at the same time. Modeled on the 
institution at Dansville, the Adventist institute, in treating disease, used 
“only such means” that nature “can best use in recuperative work, such 
as Water, Air, Light, Heat, Food, Sleep, Rest, Recreation etc.” 11 Under 
Horatio S. Lay, the institute was initially a success, attracting patients 
from all parts of the United States. 11 This did not mean, however, that 
all Seventh-day Adventists became diligent health reformers. On the 
contrary, Mrs. White had to struggle to convince many of her fellow 
believers to give up their former ways. 11 And at times, she herself found 
it difficult to live up to all the principles of health. Ronald Numbers, 
who examined Mrs. White’s career in Prophetess oj Health, believes that 
it was not until 1894 that she completely controlled her own personal 
liking for meat. 16 

One Adventist who apparently never wavered in his commitment to 
health reform was John Harvey Kellogg, the brilliant doctor who took 
over the Western Health Reform Institute in 1876 and renamed it the 
Battle Creek Sanitarium a year later. In a professional career spanning 
nearly seventy years, Kellogg devoted his attention to developing his 
own version of health reform, which he called “biologic living.” 17 In 
this, Kellogg often seemed more interested in bringing his ideas to the 
wider American public than to the Adventist church. However, in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, he conducted a diligent 
campaign against those within his own church who remained obdur¬ 
ately opposed to reform. Indeed, Kellogg’s contempt for leaders like 
A. G. Daniells, who were not conscientious health reformers, was one 
of the factors that led to the doctor’s expulsion from the church in 
1 9°7 1H 

Kellogg differed from previous health reformers in two ways. First, 
he did not ridicule the established medical profession as many of his 
predecessors had done. A product of the improving standard of med¬ 
ical education himself (he was trained at the University of Michigan 
and at New York’s Bellevue Medical School), Kellogg thought it best 
to yoke established medicine to his goals. Second, he realized that most 
people found the meatless health reform diet tasteless and, in some 
cases, unpalatable. In one case, a patient at the sanitarium broke her 
dentures on the doctor’s own multigrain granola cereal. Other new 
health products fared no better with the public. In the early 1890s, 
patients told Kellogg that eating the recently developed cereal, Shred¬ 
ded Wheat, was like “eating straw.” 19 

It was partly the need to develop adequate and palatable food alter¬ 
natives that fostered Kellogg’s invention of a number of products that 
have since become standard items on the world’s food tables. The most 
important of these were peanut butter (developed in the early 1890s, 
much earlier than the experiments of George Washington Carver who 



THE SCIENCE OF HAPPINESS / 131 


is still mistakenly believed to be the inventor of peanut butter), and 
cornflakes (originally known as Granose flakes), which Kellogg patented 
in 1894. In addition, Kellogg invented the first meat substitute called 
Nuttose, the first cereal coffee substitute, and the first artificial milk 
from soybeans. 20 Kellogg was slow to realize the commercial possibilities 
of his inventions. Consequently, his brother Wil, who had helped him 
produce the original flaked cereal, eventually set up his own company 
and marketed cornflakes on a mass scale. As Wil Kellogg was also ex¬ 
pelled from the church in igoy, a famous American industry was lost 
to Adventism. John Harvey Kellogg and the church also lost the coffee 
substitute market—to C. W. Post, an entrepreneur who modeled his 
famous “Postum” on Kellogg’s cereal coffee after being a patient at the 
Battle Creek Sanitarium. 21 

The health reform movement of which Adventists became a part and 
which, through Kellogg, they later led had many aspects. But perhaps 
the most significant was use of health reform as a means of achieving 
sexual control. Two recent historians of American sexual ethics, Peter 
Gardella and John Money, claim that the principal motivation of all 
the reformers from Graham to Kellogg was their disapproval of sexual 
activity. They believe that individuals like Graham and Kellogg for¬ 
mulated their dietary and health systems in order to cure sexual de¬ 
sire. 22 Although this argument is probably overstated, there is much 
evidence that supports it. Certainly, Sylvester Graham linked meat eat¬ 
ing with the arousal of carnal or sexual passion. And sexual passion, 
he believed, robbed the body of its capacity to resist disease. Graham’s 
formula of diet, exercise, and sexual abstinence as a route to health 
and diet as a route to sexual abstinence also found expression in the 
publications of many other reformers. 23 Much of Ellen White’s writings 
on health can also be read in terms of the sexual abstinence theory. 
She frequently referred to the destructive physical and spiritual effects 
of the “base” or “animal passions,” by which she almost always meant 
sexual passions. 2 ^ But for Mrs. White there were additional issues at 
stake. She argued that Adventists could not be fitted for translation to 
heaven if they did not control their animal urges. Thus those who did 
not overcome their sexual desires could not achieve salvation. 25 In other 
words, the eternal happiness of Adventists depended on control of sex, 
which in turn depended on obedience to the laws of health. 

Like Graham, the prophetess believed that sexual intercourse de¬ 
stroyed physical health and that health reform was a means of con¬ 
trolling sexual instinct. The links were made clear in her discussion of 
the relationship between health and sex in An Appeal to Mothers: The 
Great Cause of the Physical, Mental and Moral Ruin of Many of the Children 
of Our Time (1864). Mrs. White’s chief concern was the practice of mas¬ 
turbation, or “secret vice” as it was euphemistically termed. She re¬ 
peatedly emphasized the destructive effects of this form of sexual grat- 
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ification, warning that in the spiritual sphere, “secret vice is the 
destroyer of high resolve, earnest endeavor, and strength of will to 
form a good religious character” and that in the moral sphere it “in¬ 
flames the passions, fevers the imagination and leads to licentious¬ 
ness,” 26 She viewed the physical effects as equally debilitating. She saw 
masturbation as the cause of such handicaps as “imbecility, dwarfed 
forms, crippled limbs, misshapen heads and deformity of every de¬ 
scription.” 27 Like Graham, Mrs. White pointed out that one way to 
avoid these dreadful consequences was through the control of diet. “We 
should not make it a practice to place upon our tables food which would 
injure the health of our children. Our food should be prepared free 
from spices. Mince pies, cakes, preserves, and highly seasoned meats, 
with gravies, create a feverish condition in the system, and inflame the 
animal passions.” 28 

If anything, John Harvey Kellogg was even more rigorous in spelling 
out the connection between the unreformed diet and sexual indul¬ 
gence. In Plain Facts for Old and Young (1886), he wrote: “Flesh, con¬ 
diments, eggs, tea, coffee, chocolate, and all stimulants have a powerful 
influence directly upon the reproductive organs. They increase the lo¬ 
cal supply of blood; and through nervous sympathy with the brain, the 
passions are aroused.” 29 Plain Facts, an immensely successful early sex 
manual that remained in print for over forty years, advanced the view 
that sex was a destructive activity and was meant solely for reproductive 
purposes. 30 Common ailments were attributed to sexual indulgence, 
and Kellogg quoted with approval one medical authority who felt that 
“many forms of indigestion, general ill-health, hypochondriasis, etc., so 
often met with in adults, depend upon sexual excesses.” 31 For Kellogg, 
the solution lay in the principles of health reform. “Nothing,” he wrote, 
“tends so powerfully to keep the passions in abeyance as a simple diet, 
free from condiments, especially when coupled with a generous amount 
of exercise.” 32 

The Adventist doctor’s effect on the sexual mores of late nineteenth- 
century America is not be underestimated. In addition to the best-sell¬ 
ing Plain Facts, he included lengthy sections on the evils of sex in his 
substantial works on health, Man the Masterpiece or Plain Truths Plainly 
Told About Youth and Manhood (1885) and The Ladies Guide in Health and 
Disease (1901). An earlier book, Plain Facts About Sexual Life (1877), 
which also promulgated his sexual views, is said to have sold half a 
million copies. 33 His influence was such that John Money believes that 
“wherever sex is equated with Victorianism, Kellogg’s antisexual atti¬ 
tude continues to be felt, even though his name may not be men¬ 
tioned.” 34 

For Adventists, this antisexual attitude predominated even though 
they attached great importance to marriage and the family. On the face 
of it, this might seem odd, in that the family is unavoidably a sexual 
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organization. However, for Adventists, the family was the institution to 
nurture sexual restraint. As Ellen White put it: 

Let the Christian wife refrain, both in word and act, from exciting the animal 
passions of her husband. Many have no strength at all to waste in this direction. 
From their youth up they have weakened the brain and sapped the constitution 
by the gratification of animal passions. Self-denial and temperance should be 
the watchword in their married life; then the children born to them will not 
be so liable to have the moral and intellectual organs weak, and the animal 
strong .” 35 

Her discussion of the evils of masturbation, it will be noted, was cast 
in an appeal to mothers. All of this may suggest one reason why, for 
Adventists, the family became so essential to personal well-being. Be¬ 
cause it was seen as a means of curbing destructive sexual passions, the 
family, in a very direct sense, contributed to the physical health of 
parents and children. Certainly, Mrs. White saw (and wanted to see 
among Adventists) a close relationship between health reform and the 
family. “Healthful living must be made a family matter,” she urged. 
“Parents should awake to their God-given responsibilities. Let them 
study the principles of health reform and teach their children that the 
path of self-denial is the only path of safety.” 38 With these views it is 
not surprising to find an extended discussion of the home in Ministry 
of Healing (1905), Mrs. White’s major book on health and disease, in 
which she expressed her belief that the health of the community also 
rested on the family. “The well-being of society, the success of the 
church, the prosperity of the nation, depend on home influences.” 37 

The concept of the family that emerged in Mrs. White’s writings 
conformed to the ideas of the home that developed in the nineteenth 
century. In contrast to the eighteenth century when the home bustled 
with economic activity, in the Victorian era it became distinct from the 
harshness of the social and economic order outside. The family home 
became a private place of peace and tranquility—a place to retreat from 
the growing secularization of the world. Various terms were used to 
describe the spiritual separateness of the home, among them sanctuary, 
innerspace, walled garden, and haven.™ Mrs. White used the term sacred 
circle to convey the same idea. 39 She regarded “a carefully guarded 
Christian home” as “the surest safeguard against the corruptions of the 
outside world” and the family as “a place of refuge for the tempted 
youth.” 40 

This picture of the Adventist family has remained unchanged 
throughout the denomination’s history. What has changed is the atti¬ 
tude toward sex. The Adventist counselor Nancy Van Pelt wrote in 
i 979 > Husbands and wives should aim to be imaginative, creative, and 
willing lovers. God designed that sex ... be exciting, enjoyable, and 
fulfilling.” 41 Over the years, attitudes toward sex within the denomi- 
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nation have undergone a revolution. Sex is no longer considered a 
dangerous, functional activity but one that can bring happiness and 
fulfillment in its own right. The break with Kellogg’s strictures had, 
in fact, started as early as 1931 when the staff of the College of Medical 
Evangelists, the denomination’s medical school at Loma Linda, Cali¬ 
fornia, published the second edition of The Home Physician and Guide 
to Health. The authors advocated sexual restraint, mainly because they 
still felt that frequent sexual intercourse destroyed the health of 
women. But they expressed, possibly for the first time in Adventism, 
the idea that sex was a divine gift. 42 In contrast to Kellogg, the authors 
argued that the sexual act was primarily a manifestation of love and 
described the view that sex was only for reproductive purposes as “un¬ 
tenable.” 43 

When the Adventist doctor Harold Shryock published Happiness for 
Husbands and Wives in 1949, he, too, was convinced of the value of sex. 
“Sexual expression,” he wrote, “represents the culmination of all the 
desirable features of the family situation—the ultimate in marital hap¬ 
piness.” 44 The appearance of Shryock’s Happiness for Husbands and 
Wives, the first important Adventist discussion of sex since the Home 
Physician , did not, apparently, persuade all sections of the church of 
the value of his approach. Indeed, the Ellen White compilation The 
Adventist Home, which followed in 1952, was replete with warnings about 
the dangers of the sexual passions—warnings that were redolent of a 
previous age. 15 Nor did Shryocks’s book immediately herald a greater 
willingness on the part of Adventists to discuss sexual matters when 
such issues were raised in a wider context. For example, when the Kin¬ 
sey revelations detailing sexual behavior burst on an unsuspecting na¬ 
tion in the early 1950s, the Review took a rather dim view. “ There is 
essentially nothing new in the Kinsey book,” the church paper said, 
“unless it be that he has provided a statistical commentary on the words 
of John that the world lieth in wickedness.” 46 

It was only after the change in sexual attitudes that occurred in the 
1960s that Adventists, like most other people, became more willing to 
discuss sexual matters. In 1974 Adventism’s sexologist Charles Witts- 
chiebe published God Invented Sex. Unlike Kellogg, Wittschiebe was 
largely concerned with the question of how to improve sexual relations 
within marriage. 17 More books of this type followed. Among them were 
Nancy Van Pelt’s The Compleat Marriage (1979) and Alberta Mazat’s That 
Friday in Eden (1981). Although Adventists now celebrated human sex¬ 
uality, they still strongly discouraged pre-or extra-marital sex. Not sur¬ 
prisingly, this position received a powerful boost when the spread of 
AIDS, a fatal sexually transmitted disease, reached epidemic propor¬ 
tions during the ig8os. The devasting effects of AIDS provided com¬ 
pelling new support for the Adventist view that the benefits of sex 
were best enjoyed within the setting of marriage and the family. 4S Thus, 
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in contrast to the nineteenth century, where the Adventist family was 
an agent of sexual restraint, in the twentieth, the family became the 
place where sexual pleasure reached its apogee. All of which tended 
further to bolster the family’s position within Adventism as the insti¬ 
tution that provided ultimate happiness and a place safe from a sex¬ 
ually diseased society. 

This continued emphasis on the family meant that the church tended 
to ignore the needs of members who remained single or who were 
homosexual. In recent years, the church has had to address the claims 
of groups that for differing reasons do not fit into traditional family 
patterns. The problem for singles was to some extent exacerbated by 
Adventism's strong emphasis on endogamy. The church has always ad¬ 
vised that Adventists should marry only other Adventists. 19 If individ¬ 
uals failed to find a partner within the church they often remained 
unmarried rather than marry a non-Adventist. The problem was par¬ 
ticularly acute for women, who by the 1970s, outnumbered male Ad¬ 
ventists by about two to one. 50 The 1980s saw a growth in the number 
of seminars designed to deal with these problems. One of the first, 
held at the church’s Andrews University in 1983, attracted forty to fifty 
people. David Osborne, the Adventist minister who conducted the sem¬ 
inar, made some pointed comments in the student newspaper. “Self- 
worth and fulfillment do not only come from marriage and children,” 
he said, adding that the church “needs to accept singleness . . . build 
support groups, include singles in most of its functions, and most of 
all, it needs to quit judging.” 51 By and large, the church leadership has 
proved sympathetic to such views. An article in the Review earlier that 
year outlined various programs the General Conference was itself con¬ 
ducting and the resource materials its departments were making avail¬ 
able for the benefit of single people. 52 

The General Conference response to gay Seventh-day Adventists has 
been more guarded. In 1977 General Conference president Robert 
Pierson attacked homosexuality on the grounds that it “strikes at the 
very heart of family life.” 53 However, homosexuality has not been un¬ 
known in the highest levels of the church’s administration and in one 
well-publicized case, a president of Andrews University was arrested 
for homosexual solicitation. 54 Although the church has shown a will¬ 
ingness to minister to individual homosexuals, it has refused to rec¬ 
ognize organized gay movements. Its basic position throughout the 
1970s and 1980s was to regard homosexuality as a perverted state that 
could be changed through the power of the gospel. 55 This stand proved 
unacceptable to the Kinship organization, founded in the late 1970s, 
to cater for the needs of gay Adventists. In their statement of beliefs, 
the leaders of the organization boldly assert that “intimate love ex¬ 
pressed between people of the same gender can be a positive, beautiful 
and healthy experience to the glory of God.” 56 The assumption here. 
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as for singles’ groups, is that happiness is not solely to be found within 
the traditional family. 

These were not the only challenges the family faced in modern Ad¬ 
ventism. The church traditionally took a hard line against divorce and 
regarded adultery as grounds for automatic expulsion. It was also very 
difficult for divorced Adventists to remarry and retain church mem¬ 
bership unless their estranged partners had formed adulterous rela¬ 
tionships. 57 But these attitudes became more flexible when family life 
in the church was threatened by rising divorce rates in the 1970s and 
1980s. A General Conference estimate in 1985 put the incidence of 
divorce in Adventist marriages as high as one in four. 58 An extensive 
survey of American Adventist families in the 1970s indicated that al¬ 
most 29 percent of respondents regarded their homes as medium to 
low in happiness. In another question, individuals were asked to eval¬ 
uate the success of their families. An average of 24 percent of the 
respondents judged their homes to be a failure. 59 The authors of the 
study, Andrews University sociologists Charles Crider and Robert Kis- 
tler, concluded that in the United States “enough family units are fal¬ 
tering to pose a crisis for the church as a whole.” 60 The church’s lead¬ 
ership was coming to the same conclusion. In 1975 they established a 
special General Conference department, the Home and f amily Service, 
in an effort to halt the decline in family life. 61 

The problems encountered by the Adventist family were not unique; 
they reflected the changes taking place in wider society. But within 
Adventism, these changes had particular significance, f amily life had 
once been a means of sexual control—a way of mastering the passions 
in readiness for translation. The family’s transformation into a means 
of sexual fulfillment detached it from this eschatological context, for 
there would be no procreation in heaven. Sexuality and family life be¬ 
came ends in themselves, expressions of a complete humanity. As such, 
they became far less susceptible to regulation. When the control of the 
sexual impulse was considered a prerequisite of salvation, appropriate 
behavior was easy to define. When sexuality was seen as a divine gift, 
it was increasingly difficult to explain why it should be exercised only 
within marriage. At the same time, the new emphasis on having a 
happy family life for its own sake aroused expectations that were some¬ 
times disappointed. 

The disintegration of the nineteenth-century philosophy that had 
linked sexuality, health, and family life led Adventists in the twentieth 
century to give the entire message a stronger biblical foundation. But 
for some time after her death, Mrs. White’s predominantly naturalistic 
philosophy exerted a strong influence. Evidence of this came in •923 
when F. M. Wilcox made a major statement on health over twelve con¬ 
secutive pages of the Review. The thesis of this lengthy treatise was that 
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the health message rested on naturalistic foundations. “We are to teach 
the principles of health reform,’’ Wilcox argued, “upon the basis of 
physiological law.” 62 This emphasis on natural law indicates why Ad¬ 
ventists took a relatively long time to include health reform in their 
doctrinal statements. The subject was absent from the church’s first 
statement of 1872 and again when the denomination’s beliefs were re¬ 
vised in 1875. It was only when Adventist doctrines were reformulated 
in 1931 that health reform made its appearance. Adventists may not 
originally have regarded health reform as a scriptural belief, but by 
the time health was included in the 1931 statement, this position had 
changed. The concept of the laws of health had disappeared, and the 
idea of the body as the temple of the Holy Spirit was used to justify 
reform and the avoidance of “every body and soul defiling habit and 
practice.” 63 Another concept that gave Adventist health reform in the 
twentieth century a scriptural foundation was the idea of clean and 
unclean meats, according to Levitical law. This was first clearly artic¬ 
ulated within Adventism by the leader S. N. Haskell in 1903. 64 There¬ 
after, Adventists, whether they were meat eaters or not, were encour¬ 
aged to abstain from unclean meats, particularly pork. Here again, it 
took time for this belief to become part of the church’s fundamental 
beliefs. It was not included in the 1931 statement. The Seventh-day Ad¬ 
ventist Encyclopedia of 1966 did mention it as an Adventist belief, but it 
was not until the statement of beliefs was revised in 1980 that absti¬ 
nence from unclean meats became an official doctrine of the church. 65 

However, finding biblical support for Adventist health practices was 
not always possible. Vegetarianism was a case in point. The strongest 
argument in its favor had been that eating flesh would arouse the an¬ 
imal passions and make it impossible to exercise sexual restraint. This 
view, held by both Ellen White and John Harvey Kellogg, rested not 
on scripture but upon a particular understanding of physiology. Those 
twentieth-century Adventists, such as General Conference president A. 
G. Daniells, who did not share these scientific presuppositions failed 
to perceive the importance of vegetarianism. In consequence, this prac¬ 
tice was never officially required. In 1908 Mrs. White had wanted to 
make it a requirement that church members abstain from meat, tea, 
and coffee. When she suggested to Daniells that a pledge should be 
circulated to this effect, the president cautiously but firmly resisted. 
Daniells’s position evidently caused Mrs. White to reassess her thinking. 
At the General Conference session a year later, she said, “We are not 
to make the use of flesh food a test of fellowship.” 66 In the 1920s, 
however, the meat question seems to have been quite widely debated. 
One church member expressed her belief to the editor of the Review 
that vegetarianism should be made a test of fellowship. In a leading 
article, F. M. Wilcox explained why the church felt that it should not. 
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Wilcox supported his position by quoting the statement in Mrs. White's 
General Conference address, which, had it not been for Daniells, might 
have been very different. 67 

Health reform evidently required another rationale to take it into 
the twentieth century. Divorced from the sexual abstinence theory, and 
with only limited explicit biblical support, healthful living now needed 
its own justification. The only elements of health reform to find their 
way into the fundamental beliefs of 1931 were prohibitions against al¬ 
cohol, tobacco, and narcotics. Apart from encouraging members to re¬ 
gard the body as God’s temple, the argument against the use of these 
substances appeared to be based simply on their deleterious physical 
and social consequences. Here the church found common ground with 
other temperance campaigners. The General Conference had sup¬ 
ported the movement to ban alcohol during the prohibition era, so it 
naturally made the issue a test of fellowship when the opportunity arose 
in 1931. The specific injunctions against alcohol and drugs (but not 
against other elements of reform such as tea and coffee) may thus owe 
something to the social climate of the early twentieth century. The 
drinking of alcohol, in particular, seems to have been regarded as more 
harmful than other practices. When in 1931 a correspondent asked the 
Review editor why there should be laws against alcohol and not against 
smoking, drugs, or meat, he replied that alcohol was more socially de¬ 
structive. 68 

But the problems with creating a hierarchy of harmfulness became 
increasingly evident in the 1970s and 1980s. Individual Adventists, per¬ 
haps feeling themselves able to judge the possible deleterious effects 
of their actions, began to indulge in practices once considered taboo. 
In 1982 the editors of the Review found the evidence of social drinking 
among Adventists sufficiently great to devote an entire issue to the 
problem. The special issue also dealt with the use of drugs and tobacco, 
which was also believed to be creeping into Adventism. 611 At one level, 
the situation seemed anomalous, for never before had the benefits of 
Adventist health practices been so clearly demonstrated. But the dif¬ 
ficulty in equating particular principles with added longevity was that 
it probably allowed individuals to make their own calculations as to 
whether the loss of pleasure derived from indulgence was worth a more 
protracted old age. By making health its own justification, Adventists 
removed the absolute nature of the sanctions. Just as family life became 
more problematic when treated as an end in itself, so too did health 
reform, which, when no longer allied with the sexual abstinence theory 
and stripped of its eschatological significance, came to be seen as op¬ 
tional. 

Throughout the twentieth century, health reform was gradually sep¬ 
arated from its original partnership with sexual restraint. But while 
Adventists were no longer emphasizing the connection between diet 
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and sex, people in the outside world were putting the two things back 
together. In time, Kellogg’s cornflakes had become another refined 
product, no more nutritious than the average junk food. In the 1960s, 
however, Granola (Kellogg’s first cereal experiment) was revived as a 
genuine health product. This time the health food revival was associ¬ 
ated with hippies and others associated with a “back to the earth” phi¬ 
losophy. It was also associated with permissive, not restrictive, attitudes 
toward sex. 70 The modern revival of health reform encouraged a re¬ 
turn to vegetarianism and spawned a plethora of health and fitness 
magazines that have since crowded the newsstands in bookshops and 
supermarkets around the world. In essence, all these magazines ex¬ 
pound the same health principles as the nineteenth-century reformers 
but without the sexual abstinence theory. As John Money notes: “The 
diets and exercises that formerly were touted for their value in con¬ 
trolling sex now are recommended to augment sexual expression and 
enjoyment.” 71 

In many ways, this new formula can be seen as providing a modern- 
day guide to Americans in their relentless quest for happiness. It was 
a formula, however, that owed much to the original concerns of Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventists. Through a philosophy_that had embraced health¬ 
ful living, diet, health foods, the family, and sex, the Adventist pioneers 
effectively created a science out of the pursuit of happiness. Church 
members in the twentieth century did not always view health reform 
in the same way as their forebears. But the pioneers’ concern with 
health can be interpreted as a desire to give their own expression to 
the ideals of the founding fathers who believed the pursuit of happi¬ 
ness was an inalienable human right. The irony of the situation is that 
Adventists, who have traditionally sought happiness in the next world 
rather than this, have contributed to a science that both they and their 
fellow Americans now apply for earthly, rather than heavenly, gain. 



CHAPTER 11 


The Politics of Liberty 


If the Adventist pursuit of happiness represented an alternative un¬ 
derstanding of one of the key tenets of the Declaration of Indepen¬ 
dence, it perhaps provided a hint of the church’s relationship to the 
fundamental principles of the American state. In paying great attention 
to individual happiness, Adventists remained close to the ideal of the 
nation’s founders. In this context, it was surely no accident that Mrs. 
White saw natu ral law as the key to personal happine ss. For in the 
Declaration of Independence, “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s 
God” provided the framework for all the rights and principles that 
were advanced. 1 However, Adventists believed that the key to happiness 
was the practice of health reform, which in the denomination’s early 
days was deemed necessary for salvation. Adventists accepted the 
American right to happiness, but they interpreted it in a significantly 
different way from those who framed the Declaration of Indepen¬ 
dence. 

It is, however, in relation to liberty, the other inalienable right en¬ 
shrined in the Declaration, that Adventists have most clearly revealed 
the subtle difference between themselves and the founders of the na¬ 
tion. As with the pursuit of happiness, Adventists accepted this basic 
American principle. But they redefined the meaning of liberty in terms 
of religious liberty. As a result, Adventists have come to regard them¬ 
selves as public watchdogs of the First Amendment provision separating 
church and state, which they have seen as vital to the maintenance of 
religious freedom. 

The church’s active involvement with religious liberty began in the 
1880s. The first Adventist journal devoted to religious freedom was 
the Sabbath Sentinel, founded in 1884, which became the American Sen¬ 
tinel in 1886 and, eventually. Liberty in 1906. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the General Conference created a Department of 
Religious Liberty for the specific purpose of securing freedom of wor¬ 
ship and belief. The church has also sponsored bodies such as the Na¬ 
tional Religious Liberty Association (1889) and the Religious Liberty 
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Association of America (1964) to monitor religious bills before national 
and state legislatures and the International Religious Liberty Associa¬ 
tion (1893) to promote religious freedom around the world. 2 In ad¬ 
dition, Adventists have worked through the pressure group Americans 
United (formerly Protestants and Other Americans United) for Sepa¬ 
ration of Church and State, founded in 1948 in the wake of President 
Roosevelt’s decision to appoint a papal envoy. The church supported 
this organization from the first, and in later years Adventists assumed 
leading roles within it. After the Second World War, Americans United 
became a familiar feature of the Washington lobby whenever church- 
state issues were debated. 3 

In practical terms, this emphasis on religious freedom affected the 
church’s dealings with the Republic in two ways: it led the leadership 
to believe that the church was outside the bounds of state authority, 
and it prevented Adventists (apart from a handful of individuals) from 
participating in the political life of the nation. 

As a denomination jealous of its independence, the Adventist church 
has never really believed that the regulations of the state should nec¬ 
essarily govern its affairs. This has not always come out in the open, 
as the chu rch has trad itio nally pr eferred to avoid conflict with t he state. 
However, in instances where the government has challenged their in¬ 
ternal policies, Adventist leaders have boldly argued that the church is 
outside the jurisdiction of civil laws. The clearest indication of this ten¬ 
dentious attitude toward government authority came during the 
church’s involvement in several legal cases in the 1970s and 1980s. In 
this period, women employees and federal agencies sued the church 
over Adventist violations of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The back¬ 
ground to these cases is discussed in chapter 14. It is worth noting, 
however, that in the legal fight to maintain its unequal pay scales, 
church leaders argued: “We insist that in doing its holy work, the 
church is free to ignore, even to flout, measures which bind all 
others. . . . That is what the First Amendment’s Religion Clauses are 
all about.” 4 In another brief, the church claimed “exemption from all 
civil laws in all of its religious institutions” and maintained that “as an 
organized religious denomination the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
insists that it is ‘wholly exempt’ from the cognizance of Civil Author¬ 
ity.” 5 Similar arguments were deployed when Derrick Proctor took the 
denomination to court over the Adventist publishing monopoly. At is¬ 
sue was the Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890, but Adventist represen¬ 
tatives claimed that the First Amendment placed the church outside its 
jurisdiction. 6 

Such radjad interpretations of the First Amendment could perhaps 
be expected in a denomination committed to the view that religious 
bodies have the inalienable right to be free from state interference. For 
the Adventist church, the principle of the First Amendment tends to 
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override other principles. In the legal cases of the 1970s and 1980s, 
the Adventist leadership believed the maintenance of church-state sep¬ 
aration to be more important than the ethical propriety of equal pay 
or open business practices. In a complex world in which ethical prin¬ 
ciples may conflict with the First Amendment rule, it is the principle 
of church-state separation that the Adventist church tends to regard 
as the more important. 

Adventists believed that the church had a right to be independent 
of the state, and they acted as if the state had a reciprocal right to be 
independent of the church. In general, they did not seek to influence 
events outside their own sphere. They preferred to avoidjpolitical and 
social questions on the grounds that thes e problems belonged to the 
state. The idea that church and state had separate spheres of influence 
guided Adventist leaders in their attitude toward politics. The Review 
pronounced in 1965 that “Seventh-day Adventists are of the Arm con¬ 
viction that political questions not directly involving religion or matters 
of conscience are strictly out of bounds for churches and church agen¬ 
cies." 7 

I he Review itself made few statements on politics. The paper did, 
however, generally remind its readers not to participate in the quad¬ 
rennial presidential campaigns. During the Garheld-Hancock election 
of 1880, James White urged church members to influence individuals 
who came within the church’s realm while staying out of issues in the 
state’s domain. He wrote: “It should be our study to adapt ourselves, 
as far as possible without compromising truth, to all who come within 
the reach of our influence and at the same time stand free from the 
strife and corruptions of the parties that are striving for the mastery.” 8 
But perhaps even more significant was the implication that the church 
and its mission might become endangered if it engaged in party politics. 
White described the work before Adventists as of “the greatest impor¬ 
tance” from which members should not become “diverted.” w These 
views were echoed by Mrs. White, who feared that active participation 
in politics might unnecessarily divide Adventists. 10 The church could 
not risk its well-being or its message over relatively unimportant issues. 
In 1928 an unsigned editorial in the Review emphasized this point. As 
another presidential election beckoned, the editorial commented: “God 
has commissioned His church with a special message to the world. . . . 
The message is to all men of every class. We cannot array ourselves on 
one side or the other of the great divisions of society that exist in the 
world. By so doing we shall close the door of entrance to hearts which 
otherwise might be reached." 11 In effect, church leaders felt that the 
church’s liberty could be threatened by involving itself in the state’s 
affairs. Freedom of action, freedom to proclaim its message, and the 
unity of members might all be adversely affected if the church entered 
areas where it did not belong. Adventists believed that church involve- 
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ment in the state, as well as state interference in the church, had the 
effect of limiting religious liberty. 

These conditions were evident in perhaps the most important polit¬ 
ical issue in early Adventism: the American Civil War. Most Adventists 
favored the abolitionist cause. The Civil War was, however, as James 
White reminded them in his editorial “The Nation” in the Review in 
1862, not their struggle. Prophecy, he argued, did not foresee the end¬ 
ing of slavery prior to the Second Advent. Besides, involvement in war 
was incompatible with the complete observance of the fourth and sixth 
commandments. But White did not advocate that Adventists prejudice 
their own safety if forced to join the army: “In the case of drafting, 
the government assumes the responsibility of the violation of the law 
of God, and it would be madness to resist.” 12 The point White em¬ 
phasized was that the church’s liberty was currently being protected by 
the state. In this context, he implied that the government was the best 
they had and it would be wrong to jeopardize the denomination’s po¬ 
sition by taking pacifism too far. “For us to attempt to resist the laws 
of the best government under heaven, which is now struggling to put 
down the most hellish rebellion since that of Satan and his angels,” 
would, he repeated, “be madness.” 13 

White’s editorial caused an outcry among the pacifists in the Ad¬ 
ventist community. They charged him with “Sabbath-breaking and 
murder.” But he remained unrepentant. “If any of you are drafted, 
and choose to have a clinch with Uncle Sam,” he told his critics, “you 
can try it.” M The debate continued for several weeks in the pages of 
the Review. Some members supported the Adventist leader, a few ar¬ 
gued the pacifist case, while others advocated active involvement in the 
war effort. In the controversy, the dilemma that White vaguely iden¬ 
tified—the choice between army enlistment or long-term freedom— 
was often submerged. But those who did see it as the heart of the 
problem tended to support White’s position. 15 Strong support also came 
in a separate testimony from Mrs. White. Indeed, she condemned a 
group of Adventist pacifists in Iowa who “were ready to become mar¬ 
tyrs for their faith.” Their actions, she said, “only served to bring that 
peculiar class, Sabbath keepers, into special notice, and expose them to 
be crowded into difficult places by those who have no sympathy for 
them.” 16 

In advocating compliance with the draft, it appeared that the Whites 
had allowed the church to clamber over the wall separating it from the 
state. In fact, they felt they were preserving church-state separation in 
the long term. There were, however, problems with “The Nation” ed¬ 
itorial. The suggestion that the state assumed the responsibility for 
breaking God’s law seemed illogical to many Adventists. In a letter to 
the Review, church member Henry Carver argued that White had un¬ 
dermined the whole basis of Adventist eschatology: “If the government 
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can assume the responsibility now for the violation of two of these holy 
precepts [Ten Commandments], and we go clear, why may not the 
same government assume the responsibility for the violation of the Sab¬ 
bath law and we go clear when the edict goes forth that all shall observe 
the first day of the week?” 17 Carver pinpointed a flaw in White’s rea¬ 
soning, and the argument was not made again. Eventually, the church’s 
war policy was clarified into one of noncombatancy. Before the First 
World War, Adventists established Red Cross training schools in several 
Adventist colleges and sanitariums in cooperation with the surgeon 
general’s office and the War Department. In 1936 an advanced Med¬ 
ical Cadet Corps Training Program was started. Church leaders reg¬ 
ularly invited army officers to review the progress of the medical corps, 
and the program received many army citations for its military excel¬ 
lence. The founder, Everett Dick, said the program was instituted to 
enable an Adventist recruit “to fit into a place where he could serve 
God and his country conscientiously.” 18 But it also enabled Adventist 
leaders to draw the boundaries between church and state more satis¬ 
factorily than in the Civil War. The church created its own form of 
military service without undesirable interference from the state. From 
the government’s perspective, it was an acceptable way of incorporating 
dissidents into the military. The arrangement allowed church and state 
to keep within defined boundaries during the difficult circumstances 
of war. The arrangement could not have fitted the Adventist per¬ 
spective better. 

Adventist attitudes to politics and war were neatly combined in the 
church’s policy toward another secular institution, the trade unions. In 
the 1930s, during the era of union strength, a labor organization put 
pressure on one of the church’s schools to unionize its industrial de¬ 
partment. Many other Adventists also came under pressure to join 
trade unions in their places of work. The church had never liked the 
militancy of unions or the violence associated with them. At the turn 
of the century, Ellen White wrote about unions in the darkest terms, 
regarding them as one of Satan’s agents in the great controversy. Ad¬ 
ventists, with their predominantly rural constituency, were not in im¬ 
mediate danger, but she warned church members “not to unite with . . . 
trade unions.” 19 Although by the 1930s the church was ready to ac¬ 
knowledge the achievements of unions in securing humane hours, just 
wages, and improved working conditions, Adventists were still disin¬ 
clined to join labor organizations. But their reasons were now derived 
from statements such as James White’s in 1880 and the Review's in 1928. 
The General Conference stated in 1940 that in choosing not to join 
trade unions, Adventists were “moved solely by the conscientious con¬ 
viction that their mission in the world demands they make no discrim¬ 
ination between capital and labor, between employer and employee, or 
between social classes.” 20 
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Adventist leaders also tried to define the boundaries between the 
church and labor organizations in much the same way as they had tried 
to define them between church and state during war. They drew up 
a document, a “Basis of Agreement,” to be signed by church members 
and their employers. The document said that Adventists would pay 
money into the union benevolent or welfare funds instead of paying 
union dues. Adventists would also abide by the rules of the shop floor 
and remain neutral during a strike. 21 The ethics of this latter under¬ 
standing were drawn from the church’s war policy. Carlyle B. Haynes, 
who headed the church’s Council on Industrial Relations in the 1940s, 
wrote that in the event of a dispute “we will not fight on the side of 
the employer by working. We will not fight on the side of the union 
by picketing. As noncombatants we will withdraw altogether from the 
strife and await its issue.” 22 

In return for these various undertakings, the Basis of Agreement 
asked employers to protect Adventists’ working rights and to recognize 
their religious beliefs, particularly in regard to Sabbath observance. 23 
As with the establishment of the medical cadets, it would be wrong to 
see the agreement primarily in terms of a compromise with secular 
authority. Rather, it allowed Adventist leaders to determine boundaries 
beyond which both the church and the union agreed not to go. The 
Basis of Agreement apparently worked quite well for about twenty 
years. According to church leaders “hundreds” of unions signed it. In 
the early 1960s, however, trade unions became increasingly unwilling 
to recognize the document, especially the provision that Adventists 
should pay sums of money equivalent to union dues to benevolent 
funds. Consequently, the document was withdrawn, although the 
General Conference continued its opposition to unions, helping to se¬ 
cure in 1980 a conscience clause within the Civil Rights Act that allowed 
individuals to be exempted from union membership on religious 
grounds. 24 Although it eventually failed, the Basis of Agreement was 
typical of the Adventist desire to define precisely the spheres of influ¬ 
ence between the church and secular institutions. 

This separation was not expected to apply solely to the Adventist 
church. General Conference leaders argued that other churches should 
also stay out of state affairs and avoid affiliations with secular insti¬ 
tutions. Their traditional target has usually been the Roman Catholic 
church, mainly because of what Adventists consider to be Catholicism’s 
historic advocacy of Sunday observance, its influence in the Christian 
world, and its close ties to the state. In the nineteenth century, Ad¬ 
ventists generally believed the Church of Rome to be one of the world’s 
greatest threats to religious liberty. 25 In the twentieth, they found re¬ 
newed reason to suspect Rome’s political aspirations when in 1939 Pres¬ 
ident Roosevelt appointed Myron C. Taylor as United States represen¬ 
tative to the Vatican. This development prompted strong Adventist 
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protests. In a letter to Roosevelt, Adventist president J. L. McElhany 
said that Adventists believed the appointment contravened the sepa¬ 
ration of church and state. He thus urged the American president to 
withdraw the envoy to safeguard the principles of the founding fa¬ 
thers. 26 Forty years later. Adventists were still objecting to the ties be¬ 
tween the United States and the Vatican when President Reagan ap¬ 
pointed William A. Wilson as ambassador to the Holy See in 1984. B. 
B. Beach, who took over the General Conference Department of Public 
Affairs and Religious Liberty in 1980, led the Adventist protest. He 
appeared before Congress to remind the nation of its heritage. The 
Church of Rome has always had political ambitions, he told a House 
subcommittee. But such ambitions, he argued, run “counter to the 
American national spirit and heritage of separation of church and 
state.” 27 

Adventists have also paid close attention to Rome’s overtures to the 
Protestant world in the twentieth century. This has stemmed from the 
belief that the papacy would join a union of the Protestant churches 
and the American nation to suppress the upholders of the Saturday 
Sabbath. 28 Since the Catholic church improved its relations with Prot¬ 
estantism following the Second Vatican Council, Adventists have been 
particularly wary of the papacy’s religious objectives. They have been 
equally suspicious of the breaking down of the barriers among the Prot¬ 
estant denominations. When the World Council of Churches (WCC) 
was formed in 1948, the Adventist church refused to join. In later 
years, the Adventist church accepted observer status at WCC meetings, 
but it took no active part in the organization. B. B. Beach argued in 
his book Ecumenism—Boon or Bane? that full involvement with the WCC 
would compromise Adventism’s special mission to the world. He also 
implicitly criticized the organization’s tendency to involve itself in po¬ 
litical affairs. 29 

On only one political and social issue has the church blurred the 
boundaries between itself and the state: prohibition. Phis particular 
issue corresponded well with the church’s views on healthful living. 
Consequently, Ellen White believed it was right for all Adventists to 
get involved in the debate. 30 Between 1900 and the 1930s, the Review 
frequently carried articles and editorials supporting the prohibitionist 
cause. 31 Adventists took part in temperance rallies in different parts of 
the nation and sent petitions to political representatives. Church leaders 
presented papers to congressional committees. 32 In 1919, when the rat¬ 
ification of the Eighteenth Amendment was finally completed, L. L. 
Caviness, associate editor of Review, described the event as “one of the 
great days in human history.” 33 The church paper consistently argued 
that prohibition was the exception to Adventism’s traditional stand on 
political involvement. “The Christian believer,” said editor F. M. Wilcox 
in 1928, “has a duty ... to place his influence decidedly on the side of 
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temperance reform.” 33 When the Adventist church incorporated the 
ban of alcohol into its own statement of beliefs in 1931, it provided the 
denomination with its own “Eighteenth Amendment,” ironically just as 
the nation was about to repeal the controversial law. 

It was, appropriately, the church’s commitment to temperance that 
resulted in the election of the first Adventist public official. In 1882 
William Gage, an ordained Adventist minister, stood for the mayorship 
of Battle Creek, Michigan, on a temperance platform. He won the elec¬ 
tion, much to the disapproval of G. I. Butler, General Conference pres¬ 
ident, who frowned on his involvement in electoral politics. 35 However, 
Gage received the support of the Review in an editorial on April 11, 
1882. 36 His period of office was not a great success, and perhaps be¬ 
cause of that, and because of the church’s traditional attitude toward 
politics, very few American Adventists have since held public office. 
Among the exceptions are George A. Williams, who served as lieuten¬ 
ant governor for Nebraska between 1925-31, and Jerry L. Pettis, who 
was elected to the House of Representatives in 1966 for the thirty- 
seventh congressional district in California. 37 

As might be expected, the rare occurrence of an Adventist in public 
life did little to change the apolitical character of the denomination. 
Adventist leaders have worked hard to keep the church as neutral as 
possible. But the net effect was to make Adventists an anonymous peo¬ 
ple. It is not surprising that the Gallup polls of the 1970s and 1980s 
showed the majority of Americans to be either indifferent to or ig¬ 
norant of the Adventist church. In view of the church’s minimal in¬ 
volvement in the social and religious world, it is difficult to see what 
other opinions the public could have held. 38 Unlike the Mormons or 
the Jehovah's Witnesses, who were not afraid to impress themselves on 
society, Adventists chose to avoid doing anything that would bring them 
into “special notice.” This was the motivation, for example, that lay 
behind Mrs. White’s condemnation of the church members in Iowa who 
advocated pacifism in the Civil War. Those who objected to the war, 
she advised, should remain “very quiet.” 39 The vision the prophetess 
had of Adventists appeared to be one of a quiet, unobtrusive people 
who avoided undue conflict. Perhaps the particular form of Adventist 
religious liberty was designed partly to nurture these very qualities. The 
demarcation of the boundaries between the church and the state on 
such issues as war and politics, and between the church and other bod¬ 
ies such as trade unions and the WCC, not only distanced the church 
from social institutions but succeeded in muting open Adventist hos¬ 
tility toward them. Sometimes, of course, the avoidance of conflict was 
not always possible, as the sex discrimination and publishing cases of 
the 1970s and 1980s demonstrated. But in general, the use of basic 
American principles turned Adventists into quiet Americans. 

I here were signs that in the 1970s and 1980s many Adventists were 
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tiring of this exceptionally low public profile. Appeals were made to 
the church leadership to become more involved in the political and 
social affairs of the world. 40 Such calls bore some fruit at the General 
Conference session at New Orleans in 1985. Church president Neal 
Wilson released statements on four major issues of the 1980s: nuclear 
disarmament, apartheid, the family, and drugs. Wilson placed the 
church firmly against the arms race, which he described as “one of the 
most obvious obscenities of our day.” He spelled out Adventist oppo¬ 
sition to apartheid and “all forms of racism” and encouraged all family 
members in society to strengthen their homes. He urged “every indi¬ 
vidual and every nation to cooperate in stamping out the worldwide 
drug epidemic.” 41 These statements appeared to herald a new readiness 
on the part of Adventist leaders to involve themselves in political and 
social issues. But it would be misleading to overemphasize the impor¬ 
tance of these statements. Historically, the church has not expressed 
its views on controversial matters; it has stayed out of secular affairs 
and avoided conflict with the state. 

The contrast between this situation and that in other countries is 
interesting. Lacking an American heritage, Adventism, particularly in 
Communist and Third World nations, has been less passive than in the 
United States. Owing to their Adventist beliefs, large groups of church 
members in the Soviet Union, China, and Hungary have revolted 
against Marxist totalitarianism during the twentieth century. Signifi¬ 
cantly, the American Adventist leadership has usually disassociated it¬ 
self from such dissidents, either denying that they are "real” Adventists 
(as was the case with Russian dissidents in the 1970s) or expelling them 
from the church (as happened with Hungarian dissidents in 1984). Not 
surprisingly, the General Conference has recognized only those Ad¬ 
ventists who did not openly protest against state authority and who 
conformed to the patterns of behavior Adventism has adopted in the 
United States. 42 In some instances, this has had unfortunate repercus¬ 
sions. For example, in Germany during the period of Hitler’s domi¬ 
nation, the avoidance of confrontation may have been a factor in the 
development of the c hurch’s open support for the Nazi pa rty. 43 In the 
Third World, Adventists are far more likely to serve as public officials 
than in America. For example, the prime minister of Anguilla from 
1967 to 1984, Ronald Webster, was a Seventh-day Adventist. Webster 
was the subject of international attention in 1967 when his pursuit of 
independence prompted a notorious British invasion. 44 Another Ad¬ 
ventist, Dr. Samson Kisekka, became prime minister of Uganda follow¬ 
ing Yoweri Museveni’s overthrow of President Obote in 1986. In the 
Caribbean and South Pacific, many Adventists have served successfully 
as government ministers. 45 

The extent of such participation may be directly related to the dis¬ 
tance from the United States. In other countries, Adventists are far 
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removed from, and perhaps less sensitive to, the fine balance of Amer¬ 
ican Adventism. Adventists in the United States have maintained a 
dogged, but quiet, independence from the Republic by their use of the 
American Constitution—a tactic both unfamiliar and unavailable to Ad¬ 
ventists overseas. This has helped to avert open conflict with the state. 
But it has also helped to overcome the practical consequences of the 
church’s beliefs and practices, particularly the problem of observing 
Saturday as the Sabbath in America, where virtually everyone else ob¬ 
serves Sunday. 

It is not, in fact, difficult to see the central place of the Sabbath in 
the Adventist attitude toward state and secular institutions. The crea¬ 
tion of the medical cadet force was designed partly to ameliorate the 
difficulties of Sabbath keeping in the military, which was a key question 
for Adventists during the Civil War. It was for this reason that some 
Adventists accused James White of Sabbath breaking when he accepted 
the draft. The later development of the medical corps provided an 
outlet for acceptable service on Saturdays. One of the aims of the trade 
union document, the Basis of Agreement, was to safeguard the right 
not to work on the Sabbath, which labor organizations found difficult 
to accept. The general effort to keep church and state within defined 
boundaries can be seen as a by-product of the belief that America 
would one day establish the universal Sunday law and persecute Sab¬ 
bath keepers. For the same reasons, the church remained apart from 
the ecumenism embodied by World Council of Churches, and it ob¬ 
jected to the links between the Roman Catholic church and the United 
States. For American Adventists, religious liberty was really no more 
than the freedom to worship on Saturday. 

This explains why the church’s public concern with religious liberty 
started in the 1880s. It was early in that decade that the clamor for 
effective Sunday legislation, which had been brewing for the previous 
twenty years, reached a climax. For the first time significant numbers 
of Adventists were imprisoned for Sabbath observance, which 
prompted the denomination’s first religious liberty journals and or¬ 
ganizations. Before the threat to Sabbath observance, Adventists were 
not concerned with religious liberty. Once that threat had manifested 
itself, religious liberty became a major Adventist preoccupation. 46 

The Sabbath, too, was the focal point of the Adventist reinterpre¬ 
tation of America’s heritage. It was clearly when the United States es¬ 
tablished the universal Sunday law that Adventists thought the nation 
repudiated its values. Mrs. White saw the Sunday law and the conse¬ 
quent persecution of Sabbath keepers as “directly contrary to the prin¬ 
ciples of this government, to the genius of its free institutions, to the 
direct and solemn avowals of the Declaration of Independence, and to 
the Constitution.” 47 Adventists made the Sabbath the test of America’s 
fitness as the guardian of liberty. Interestingly, this was reflected in 
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the changing name of the denomination’s religious liberty journals. It 
was not by chance that the Sabbath Sentinel became the American Sentinel 
and then, simply, Liberty. The very titles indicated the Adventist equa¬ 
tion of the freedom to worship on Saturday with the Declaration of 
Independence. 

Some indication of the importance attached to the protection of Sab¬ 
bath observance can be gauged by the way in which it inhibited the 
denomination’s support of prohibition. Many temperance organizations 
in the late nineteenth century believed the reform of the “Lord’s Day” 
went hand in hand with the banning of alcohol. For Adventists this 
was obviously undesirable, and it led them to soft-pedal their commit¬ 
ment to prohibition for fear of precipitating Sunday legislation. On at 
least one occasion, Adventists joined forces with liquor interests that 
opposed temperance movements that advocated Sunday observance. 
For this reason the church’s temperance campaign was not entirely con¬ 
sistent. It was only in the early years of the twentieth century, when 
Sunday observance was detached from the temperance platform, that 
Adventists became fully committed to prohibition. 1,8 

The church opposed all Sunday legislation on the basis of the sep¬ 
aration of church and state. The Blair bill of 1888, which proposed 
Sunday as a national day of rest, and the Breckenridge bill of 1890, 
which proposed the same thing in the District of Columbia, were de¬ 
feated by lobbies in which Adventists played a vital part. Other cam¬ 
paigns were not as successful. Church leaders failed to prevent the 
Sunday closing of the World’s Fair at Chicago in 1892-93, a cause 
cel£bre in the history of religious liberty in America.'' 9 Adventists were 
also not particularly successful in preventing individual convictions in 
state courts. At the beginning of the 1890s, it has been estimated that 
about fifty Adventists had been prosecuted for breaking various Sun¬ 
day laws, and thirty of them had been sentenced to prison. 5 " Such pros¬ 
ecutions were not necessarily the result of open disregard for the sanc¬ 
tity of Sunday. Characteristically, Mrs. White counseled church 
members to avoid outright confrontation. She advised that when faced 
with Sunday laws, “Seventh-day Adventists were to show their wisdom 
by refraining from their ordinary work on that day, devoting it to mis¬ 
sionary effort.” She did not want church members to attract attention 
and possible adversity: “To defy the Sunday laws will but strengthen 
in their persecution the religious zealots who are seeking to enforce 
them.” 51 

The man who emerged as Adventism’s leading religious liberty 
spokesman in the 1880s and i8gos was A. T. Jones. He had spear¬ 
headed the campaigns against Blair and Breckenridge and had fought 
to reverse the World’s Fair decision. He also took a leading role in 
representing Adventists convicted of Sunday violations. Jones was coed¬ 
itor of the church’s religious liberty journals between 1887 and 1896 
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and was the first president of the National Religious Liberty Associa¬ 
tion in 1889. 

Drawing on his experience on the public stage, Jones published a 
remarkable scholarly work on the Adventist version of religious liberty 
in 1895. In the Rights of the People , he vigorously asserted the separation 
of church and state, argued that the “first and greatest of all the rights 
of men is religious right,” and encouraged the idea that the freedom 
to worship on the Sabbath is based on “Jeffersonian, Madisonian, 
Washingtonian and Lincolnian principles.” 52 Jones quoted extensively 
from the writings of the founding fathers, made innumerable refer¬ 
ences to the judgments of the country’s courts, and presented evidence 
from proceedings in Congress. He demonstrated an impressive knowl¬ 
edge of the American Revolution and the U.S. Constitution, but this, 
as usual, served only to camouflage the difference in perspective be¬ 
tween Adventists and other Americans. For Adventists, the nation was 
ultimately an adversary and not a reliable guarantor of religious free¬ 
dom. In its continual attempts to remind the nation of its libertarian 
values, the church employed a rhetoric in which no Adventist could 
fully believe. 

The importance of the Sabbath to the church’s policy on religious 
liberty helps to clarify the nature of this paradox. Adventists have had 
to share the same geographical space as other Americans, but the Sab¬ 
bath has caused them to maintain a different attitude toward time. 
While the rest of the nation observed the first day of the week, Ad¬ 
ventists observed the seventh. The Adventist experience of America 
has thus been one of a common space but an anomalous sense of time. 
In the church’s quest for religious liberty can be seen an effort to meet 
the problem posed by this situation—perhaps the central problem in 
Adventism—how to share American space without sharing American 
time. 



CHAPTER 12 


The Art of Expression 


Among the early Adventists, the preferred mode of religions expres¬ 
sion was shouting. In the 1840s they followed the practice of the 
“Shouting” Methodists, from whose ranks many of them were drawn, 
of uttering cries of spiritual exaltation. “Glory! Glory! Glory!” the 
phrase Ellen White repeated on falling into vision, was typical. Speak¬ 
ing in tongues was an unusual, but not unknown, manifestation of the 
same enthusiasm. In general, however, Adventists shouted out short, 
unconnected phrases of their own language, the vigor of enunciation 
making up for whatever was lacking in the sophistication of the utter¬ 
ance. 1 

At a contemporary white Adventist service, there is unlikely to be 
any comparable display of emotion. In black and Hispanic churches, 
there is more spontaneity: the words of the preacher may be affirmed 
with a chorus of “Amen,” and individual worshippers may feel free to 
call out “Praise the Lord” or “Hallelujah.” Despite this freedom, Ad¬ 
ventist worship is generally restrained and carefully organized; and it 
bears no resemblance to the unstructured, ecstasy-inducing practices of 
modern charismatic or Pentecostal groups. It would be misleading to 
account for the change from an enthusiastic mode of expression to a 
more regulated approach solely in terms of the declining fervor and 
increasing respectability of the church’s membership. Religious emo¬ 
tions are susceptible to various forms of expression: they may burst 
forth seemingly uncontrolled; they may be channeled into evangelistic 
endeavor; they may be clothed in the languages of art and music; or 
they may be repressed in a mute, but telling, gesture of denial. The 
history of Adventist self-expression is not just the familiar tale of ex¬ 
citement melting into indifference; it is also a story of transformation 
and renewal in which the peculiarity of the Adventist experience is 
creatively reinterpreted and reexpressed by succeeding generations. 

To appreciate the richness of the Adventist tradition, it is necessary 
to look beyond the instrumental aspect of Adventist practices to their 
symbolic significance. An action or creation of the Adventist commu- 
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nitv may have both a pragmatic and an expressive function. Adventists 
speak in order to communicate, dress in order to keep warm, build 
churches in order to hold services, and so on. But the way in which 
they speak, dress, or build is not solely a means to an end; it also 
reveals, perhaps unintentionally, the aspirations and tensions that are 
inherent in the Adventist experience. In all that they do, church mem¬ 
bers are liable to betray something of their Adventism. The fact that 
they have not, on the whole, been notable for artistic achievement does 
not mean that Adventist culture is devoid of interest. The very absence 
of artistic experimentation may itself be an important aesthetic state¬ 
ment. 

The presence of a shared set of cultural idioms is most easily dis¬ 
covered in Adventist churches. Members may live far from one another 
in homes indistinguishable from those of their neighbors; when they 
meet together for worship, they engage in a specifically Adventist ac¬ 
tivity in a space specially set aside for the purpose. Although it can be 
said that Adventism became an organized denomination in order to 
preserve its property, the more significant fact is that the Adventist 
movement was sufficiently stable to need its own buildings. Churches 
imply continuity of commitment. Their maintenance demands the pres¬ 
ence of a loyal body of adherents; the merely curious, however nu¬ 
merous, are better accommodated in tents or hired halls. A church 
presupposes a community of believers. 

Although in urban areas Adventists may often purchase the redun¬ 
dant churches of other denominations, most churches are purpose 
built. 2 They require few fixtures. A pulpit, a baptistry large enough to 
immerse adults, a communion table, and seating for the congregation 
are the only necessities. Of these, the pulpit is of primary importance. 
Communion is celebrated only four times a year, and baptisms may be 
infrequent, so the sermons preached from the pulpit are the natural 
focus of attention. The sense most vital to an appreciation of a service 
is hearing. There is no incense to smell, usually no bread or wine to 
taste, and no icons or holy water to touch. The only other sense em¬ 
ployed is that of sight, which serves chiefly to identify the sources of 
sound and aid the process of hearing. To this end, the pulpit is 
generally located in the center of a raised platform at the end of the 
building opposite the entrance. Its prominence emphasizes the au¬ 
thority of the preacher, the centrality of the sermon, and the primacy 
of the word. 

Potential visual distractions are kept to a minimum: ministers wear 
no special garb; there are usually no processions, no statues or pictures, 
no crosses, and no figurative stained glass. (Abstract designs in stained 
glass have, however, recently become a more common feature.) Con¬ 
gregational participation also employs the medium of sound. There are 
generally two or three hymns and perhaps a special musical item in 
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the main preaching service. At the earlier service, the Sabbath School, 
adults listen, and perhaps contribute, to a discussion of a specially pre¬ 
pared and standardized Bible study provided by the General Confer¬ 
ence. For most Adventists, Saturday morning is occupied with two or 
more hours of listening, singing, and speaking. 

This exclusive concentration on sound is balanced only at the quar¬ 
terly celebration of the Lord’s Supper at which, in addition to the com¬ 
munion (itself purely a memorial and not a sacrament), Adventists per¬ 
form the “ordinance of humility” in which, in imitation of Christ, they 
divide into pairs of the same sex to wash each other’s feet. This practice 
is a legacy of the time when Adventists defined themselves by their 
willingness to wash each other’s feet and greet each other with a holy 
kiss. The kiss, with its suggestion of sexual license, has disappeared, 
but the equally sensuous, although less obviously sensual, practice of 
foot washing has survived. Its intimacy serves as a reminder of the 
strong sense of community that binds members together, but its infre¬ 
quent performance is typical of the restraint that characterizes Adven¬ 
tist social interaction. The exceptional nature ofThe rite Is emphasized 
by the actions it requires. The congregation often leaves the church, 
the customary center of worship, to enter other rooms in which water, 
bowls, and towels have been made ready. Men and women, who cus¬ 
tomarily sit together in family groups, are separated. There may be 
conversation or prayer during foot washing, but it is irrelevant to the 
action, which is concerned not with sound but with touch. I he hands, 
which are normally in contact with other hands, are brought down to 
touch another person’s feet—the customary order of relationships be¬ 
tween the parts of the body is thus disturbed. In all of these respects, 
the ordinance is peculiar, not only in terms of non-Adventist behavior 
but in an Adventist context as well. In consequence, some members 
feel awkward or embarrassed when performing the rite. However, the 
practice is not inappropriate; it can be taken to signify the Adventist 
estrangement from society. Men and women leave their families to en¬ 
ter the unfamiliar environment of Adventism into which they are ini¬ 
tiated by another act of washing—baptism. The ordinance, anomalous 
in its Adventist setting, reenacts the process by which Adventists them¬ 
selves have separated from the world to enter a new sphere of activity. 
Through its peculiarity in Adventism, the rite symbolizes Adventist pe¬ 
culiarity in the world. 1 

In this, the ceremony of foot washing makes explicit what is implicit 
in other aspects of Adventist worship. The emphasis on sound is also 
particularly appropriate in Adventism, because it presupposes, as does 
foot washing, a social context. The spoken word becomes audible only 
where speaker and listener are in shared space; it becomes intelligible 
only where there is shared language. Where worship is constituted 
through an exchange of sounds, as it is in Adventism, a community of 
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speakers and listeners is assumed. In contrast, those forms of Chris¬ 
tianity in which visual or tactile expression is more important lend 
themselves more easily to individual spirituality. The painter of an icon 
need not be in direct contact with the person who venerates it. The 
rosary is a solitary exercise. 

The Adventists’ concentration on sound belies the superficial impres¬ 
sion that they adhere to the minimalist aesthetic of Puritanism. Unlike 
Quakers, Adventists are loathe to sit in silence, and music has always 
been a significant part of worship. Adventist churches may be archi¬ 
tecturally uninspiring and lacking in visual interest, but the absence of 
decoration has more to do with a mistrust of sight than an abhorrence 
of superfluity. In sound, Adventists are prepared to tolerate a degree 
of variety and elaboration well beyond functional necessity. Churches 
that would never contemplate using expensive sculpture or glass are 
prepared to spend large sums on installing a good organ. Short items 
of classical instrumental music are regularly performed in church ser¬ 
vices. Adventist choirs and instrumental groups perform frequently in 
both religious and secular contexts. The best-known artists associated 
with AHvpntUm—Pf-ipre, ^-songwriter who grew up in the church, the 
sometime church member and rock singer Little Richard, and the con¬ 
ductor of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra Herbert Blomstedt— 
are musicians. 4 

Adventists are also encouraged to acquire rhetorical skills. In church 
services, members are expected to contribute to discussion of the Sab¬ 
bath School lesson, announce hymns, make long extemporized prayers, 
and, in smaller churches, preach sermons. Obviously, all members do 
not engage in these functions, but many do, and children are taught 
to speak in public by reciting Bible texts. In Adventist schools, unusual 
emphasis is placed on the acquisition of skills in public speaking. Ad¬ 
ventists, as individuals, are often unusually articulate, for speech, the 
organized production of sound, is their chosen, and often their exclu¬ 
sive, means of expression. 

This concern with sound is significant, not only because it presup¬ 
poses a high degree of social interaction, but also because time, rather 
than space, is the dimension that makes it possible. Music and speech 
extend through time, not space. 5 It is through the modification of 
tempo and frequency that variety, and thus significance, is given to 
sound. The Adventist preference for sound as a means of expression 
is indicative of particular sensitivity to the modalities of time, to begin¬ 
nings and endings, speeds and rhythms. Such awareness is unsurpris¬ 
ing. Adventist theology is primarily concerned with time—with the time 
of the end, the correct timing of the Sabbath, the prophetic interpre¬ 
tation of time. 6 To be an Adventist is to have an acute awareness of 
location in time. It is important to know which day of the week it is; 
it is vital to think of history as temporal progression punctuated by 
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dates of prophetic significance. In particular, it is through their un¬ 
derstanding of time that Adventists differ from the members of other 
Christian groups. Adventists have an unusual perception of history as 
a sequence of prophetically bounded time packages; they are almost 
alonejn considering the seventh day of the weekly time cycle to be the 
Sabbath; and they are uni que in thinking that only a Sabbath-keeping 
remnantwill be able to move fr om time to eternity at the Second Com¬ 
ing. Adventist theology describes history in distinctive fashion, gives 
church members peculiar temporal obligations, and projects an ex¬ 
traordinary future for the church itself. Adventists use time as the di¬ 
mension of expression, for it is also their primary dimension of ex¬ 
perience. 

As a corollary of this, Adventists tend to disregard the significance 
of all that is extended in space. As the world is soon to perish, all that 
it contains is an irrelevance; only that which will travel through lime 
to eternity is important. This attitude is clearly revealed in an 1849 
hymnal compiled by James White. Many of the hymns, some of Mil- 
lerite origin, express this conviction: 

Farewell! farewell! to all below. 

My Jesus calls and I must go: 

I’ll launch my boat upon the sea. 

This land is not the land for me. 

This world is not my home; 

This world is not my home; 

This world is all a wilderness; 

This world is not my home . 7 

The message that there is no salvation in space but only in time is 
perhaps most clearly expressed in a hymn reprinted from Joshua 
Himes’s Millennial Harp : 

Here o’er the earth as a stranger I roam, 

Here is no rest—is no rest; 

Here as a pilgrim I wander alone, 

Yet I am blest—I am blest. 

For I look forward to that glorious day 
When sin and sorrow will vanish away, 

My heart doth leap while I hear Jesus say, 

“There, there is rest—there is rest .” 8 

No amount of movement in space will bring relief from the trials of 
life; only the passage of time and “that glorious day” offers any hope. 

This perception is particularly interesting when viewed in the light 
of American history. The United States was founded by immigrants 
who crossed the Atlantic to build a new life in a strange land. The new 
continent may have been a wilderness, but it was one in which Chris¬ 
tians had a mission. In the revolutionary war against Britain, the Re- 
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public was likened to “the woman in the wilderness” persecuted by the 
dragon. 9 The pilgrimage hymns take on additional significance when 
understood in this context. The words “I’ll launch my boat upon the 
sea, / This land is not the land for me” were sung by the descendants 
of relatively recent immigrants. “This world is all a wilderness; / This 
world is not my home” is a sentiment expressed by people whose neigh¬ 
bors looked on the American wilderness as a sacred opportunity to 
realize the millennium. 10 The last verse of the hymn contains a final 
insult for those who took egalitarianism to be the philosophy favored 
by God over the antiquated, feudal institutions of Europe: 

Praise be to God our hope’s on high; 

The angels sing and so do 1: 

Where seraphs bow and bend the knee, 

O that’s the land—the land for me." 

Even without this added twist, which equated heaven with hierarchical 
social organization, such sentiments were unorthodox. Americans felt 
that they could overcome their difficulties by moving through space; 
Adventists asserted unequivocally that this was impossible and that only 
temporal transition opened the prospect of eternal bliss. 

This indifference to the possibilities offered in space helps to explain 
the Adventist preference for unadorned churches and functional build¬ 
ings. That which is visible and tangible is, of its very nature, unlikely 
to offer anything of spiritual benefit. Adventism’s unenthusiastic re¬ 
sponse to the visual arts is thus, at least in part, a reflection of the 
general tendency to devalue those things that are extended in space. 
It is an attitude that also finds expression in Adventist taboos. Osten¬ 
tatious clothing signifies an undue concern with the time-bound things 
of this world and, as such, is discouraged. Jewelry suffers similar con¬ 
demnation, as does, at least among traditional Adventists, the use of 
makeup. The problem with such adornment is that it draws attention 
to the surfaces and orifices of the body, thus emphasizing that the body 
is defined in space. Similarly, Ellen White objected to the use of con¬ 
fining garments because they were designed to create a particular 
shape and thus redefine the body in spatial terms. Concern with female 
health was the primary motivation for this stand, but it can also be seen 
as an effort to avoid anything that draws attention to the body as an 
entity extended in space. 12 For an Adventist, spatial extension was the 
medium of damnation; salvation was to be found in the extension of 
bodies through time. 

Some “worldly” practices are to be avoided because they locate the 
church and its members in the static dimension of space and are thus 
liable to prevent them from moving freely through time to eternity. 
Such taboos are concerned with the way in which Adventists define 
their bodies and buildings. Another set of taboos, regarding the intake 
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rather than the production of cultural values, derives from a different 
imperative: the need to prevent church members from imbibing rival 
understandings of the structure and significance of time. Fiction is the 
most obvious example . 13 Writing, like speech, depends for its effect on 
the ability of the reader to retain sensory impressions gained over a 
period of time and organize them into an intelligible sequence. Reading 
is unlike hearing in that it is concerned with what is visible rather than 
what is audible, but it shares a reliance on temporal sequence. This is 
true not only on the level of the sentence—where intelligibility depends 
on the order in which the words are read—but also on the larger scale 
of the book. In the novel, in which the narrative flows from a clearly 
defined beginning to a predetermined end and the plot develops in 
the shadow of its unknown but ineluctable resolution, the reader is 
induced into an experience of time in which impressions are manip¬ 
ulated to engender an awareness of duration different from that of 
everyday life. There is a sense of expectation supplementary to, and 
perhaps conflicting with, ordinary intimations of the future. In these 
respects, fiction performs the same function as apocalyptic, which is 
also concerned to reorientate perceptions of time. Adventist eschatol¬ 
ogy, with its strong apocalyptic content, offers a unique apprehension 
of time: enjoyment of fiction involves at least a temporary betrayal of 
that understanding. 

Ellen White clearly perceived that Adventism was incompatible with 
novel reading. In Ministry of Healing , she compared fiction to alcohol, 
advising that “the only safety for the inebriate, and the only safeguard 
for the temperate man, is total abstinence. For the lover of fiction the 
same rule holds true. Total abstinence is his only safety .” 11 Her objec¬ 
tion to novels, even those of reputed quality, was that they interfered 
with the mind’s ability to make coherent sense of the world: “Even 
fiction whicT"cbntaIns no suggestion of impurity, and which may be 
intended to teach excellent principles, is harmful. It encourages the 
habit of hasty and superficial reading merely for the story. Thus it 
tends to destroy the power of connected and vigorous thought; it unfits 
the soul to contemplate the great problems of duty and destiny .” 13 Nov¬ 
els disrupted perceptions of time: “To the active minds of children and 
youth the scenes pictured in imaginary revelations of the future are 
realities .” 16 Even fairy tales “impart false views of life and beget and 
foster a desire for the unreal .” 17 The trouble with all narrative was that 
it offered a sequence of perceptions to the mind that might constitute 
an alternative way of viewing the world. Fictional works “contain state¬ 
ments and highly wrought pen pictures that excite the imagination and 
give rise to a train of thought which is full of danger, especially to the 
youth. The scenes described are lived over and over again in their 
thoughts. Such reading unfits the mind for usefulness and disqualifies 
it for spiritual exercise .” 18 
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Along with novels, Adventists were also taught to avoid other forms 
of entertainment that offered an apprehension of time incompatible 
with that of the church’s theology. The theater came in for particular 
condemnation, and the cinema has fallen under similar disapproval in 
the twentieth century. Unlike fiction, which relies solely on the organ¬ 
ization of words in time, the cinema, the theater, and, most recently, 
television all involve the organization of images. As such they are man¬ 
ifestations of the concern with space that Adventists have long equated 
with worldliness. They thus embody a dual threat: not only the pos¬ 
sibility of being seduced by a rival understanding of the world, but also 
the danger of being trapped in space, in the sphere of matter, in the 
realm of the flesh. Bodies defined by, and interacting in, space in an 
artificially constituted and nonapocalyptic time were free to incline to¬ 
ward that most spatially defined of evils—sex. Ellen White complained 
that in the theater “low songs, lewd gestures, expressions and attitudes 
deprave the imagination and debase the morals .” 19 It was, she said, “the 
very hotbed of immorality ”; 20 as for dancing, it was “a school of de¬ 
pravity”; opera opened “the door to sensual indulgence .” 21 

Adventists were well aware that their true home was in heaven and 
they were constantly being exhorted to emulate the devotion and obe¬ 
dience of the angels . 22 The corollary of this orientation toward the di¬ 
vine realm was the desire to be free of the limitations of this world. 
The angels were the representative inhabitants of heaven; the time- 
bound character of earth was exemplified by the animals. Humans 
were pictured as standing somewhere between the angels and the an¬ 
imals and irt becoming like angels, people were expected to become as 
unlike animals as possible. According to Ellen White, it was the min¬ 
gling of human and animal characteristics that had prompted God to 
destroy humanity in the Noachian flood: “But if there was one sin 
above another which called for the destruction of the race by the flood, 
it was the base crime of amalgamation of man and beast which defaced 
the image of God, and caused confusion everywhere .” 23 

In particular, animals were associated with unbridled greed and lust. 
Having neither reason nor intellect, animals needed to be trained by 
human beings . 24 But human beings shared animal instincts and, for 
this reason, needed to acquire self-control. Ellen White was adamant 
that “the animal part of our nature should never be left to govern the 
moral and intellectual ” 25 but should rather be kept in “rigid subjec¬ 
tion .” 26 Parents were instructed not “to degrade their bodies by beastly 
indulgence of the animal passions ” 27 and were advised to feed their 
children properly lest “everything noble is sacrificed to the appetite 
and animal passions predominate .” 28 

Food was particularly dangerous, for through eating animals, people 
were in danger of becoming more like them. Ellen White warned one 
couple that “your family have partaken largely of flesh meats, and the 
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animal propensities have been strengthened, while the intellectual have 
been weakened.” 29 She continued, “The use of the flesh of animals 
tends to cause a grossness of body, and benumbs the fine sensibilities 
of the mind.” 30 By eating meat, people could lose those qualities of 
mind that distinguished them from the animal kingdom. In a sense, 
eating the flesh of animals was liable to effect the same confusion of 
the species that had existed before the flood. The amalgamation of 
human being and beast had “defaced the image of God.” According 
to Ellen White, Christ died so that “the defaced image of God will be 
restored in humanity, and a family of believing saints will finally inherit 
the heavenly home.” 31 Meat eating endangered this restoration: “Grains 
and fruit. . . should be the food for the tables of all who claim to be 
preparing for translation to Heaven.” 32 

It was peculiarly appropriate that meat eating and the “animalism” 
it caused would jeopardize the reproduction of the image of God in 
human beings, for at the end of time, all those who were not to be 
saved would have the “mark of the beast” as a result of worshipping 
the beast of Revelation 13. The convergence of these ideas is probably 
fortuitous, but it is also significant, for it constitutes a coherent set of 
symbols. Salvation involves the repudiation of animal passions, flesh 
foods, and the beast and his image. For people, poised between heaven 
and earth, between the angels and the animals, such imagery is com¬ 
pelling. It reinforces the Adventist message that what is extended in 
space, what is purely material or animal, is to be left behind by the 
saints as they move into heavenly time to join the company of the an- 
gels. 

In the light of this, it is especially interesting that pictures of the 
beasts in Daniel and Revelation are perhaps the images most charac¬ 
teristic of Adventist art. They were present from the beginnings of the 
church. When John Greenleaf Whittier attended a Millerite camp meet¬ 
ing, he commented on seeing “the wonders of the Apocalyptic vision— 
the beasts, the dragons, the scarlet woman . . . exhibited like the beasts 
of a traveling menagerie." One particular image caught his eye, a 
dragon with “hideous heads and scaly caudal extremity.” 33 As evan¬ 
gelistic tools, pictures of the beasts proved effective. Later Adventist 
preachers even used three-dimensional models. Ellen White wrote 
warmly of one such evangelist: “Brother S. dwells especially upon the 
prophecies in the books of Daniel and Revelation. He has large rep¬ 
resentations of the beasts spoken of in these books. These beasts are 
made of papier-mache, and by an ingenious invention, they may be 
brought at the proper time before the congregation. Thus he holds 
the attention of the people, while he preaches the truth to them.” 3 ' 
Adventists devoted time and imagination to the depiction of the beasts, 
whose appearance could only be reconstructed from their strange de¬ 
scription in the Bible. Uriah Smith, the great expositor of prophecy, 



THE ART OF EXPRESSION / 161 


also used his artistic skill to make woodcuts in which he depicted the 
beasts of Daniel 8 and Revelation 13. 35 The absence of any one autho¬ 
rized representation left considerable scope for individual artists to por¬ 
tray the beasts in ways that reflected their own preoccupations. For 
example, in the representations of the two-horned beast, symbolizing 
the United States, it is possible to perceive a gradual mellowing in the 
attitude of the artists’ concept, from the snorting bison of 1907 to a 
cuddly lamb in 1947. 36 

The beasts were illustrated with regularity and ingenuity. There were 
obviously good pragmatic reasons for this. The biblical descriptions of 
the beasts were difficult to visualize, and color representations served 
both a didactic and a dramatic purpose. But the significance of the 
representations surely ran deeper. Adventists were not generally given 
to using visual media for religious expression. It is odd that the most 
striking exception to the general rule should be the pictures of the 
beasts. These are the visual images most likely to be referred to during 
a traditional Adventist religious meeting. There are no crucifixes, no 
representations of the nativity, no statues or icons of saints to draw the 
eye. The chief occasion of visual stimulus is the exposition of the proph¬ 
ecies in which the speaker may use charts or cloths, or in recent years, 
slides or videos, showing the beasts. 

In assessing this practice, it must be remembered that the beasts are 
the adversaries of God and his remnant church. The beasts of Daniel 
7 persecuted the Jews and the early Christians; the beasts of Revelation 
13 are expected to persecute the Adventists. They represent dangerous 
and demonic powers. Could it be that Adventists, through depicting 
their foes on paper and in papier-mache, are expressing both their fear 
and their assurance of ultimate victory? To represent such malevolent 
forces, to enclose them within a clearly defined space is to limit their 
potency; it is an act of control. The significance of this is enhanced by 
the fact that the Adventists who created these images were also being 
exhorted to control their animal passions. The beasts, with their mul¬ 
tiple heads and monstrous deformities, exhibited the full pathology of 
lust. As embodiments of animality, the beasts symbolized the deface¬ 
ment of God’s image resulting from sensual indulgence. The repre¬ 
sentation of the beasts enclosed them within space—the dimension of 
damnation—and distanced their creators from both their eschatological 
adversaries in the world and their animal appetites within. 37 

Obviously, not every act of representation has the effect of control¬ 
ling and distancing its object. The peculiarity of the beasts is their ap¬ 
pearance in the context of religious meetings in which visual imagery 
is largely taboo. In general, Adventists have not been encouraged to 
engage in the visual arts for the reason that the decoration of space is 
a wasteful activity. The major exception has been book illustration. Ad¬ 
ventists, with their preference for language, have been exceptionally 
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active in publishing and distributing books, periodicals, and tracts. As 
many of these are sold to the public by colporteurs, there is consider¬ 
able pressure to make Adventist publications as attractive as possible. 
Ellen White sanctioned this practice but warned against any extrava¬ 
gance. 38 In consequence, Adventist publishers in the twentieth century 
recruited their own illustrators, some of whose work is now familiar to 
church members throughout the world. 

The most famous of these men was Harry Anderson. 39 t he son of 
a Swedish immigrant, he became a commercial artist doing illustrations 
for popular magazines. He was converted to Adventism in 1943. His 
first color picture for the Review and Herald Publishing Association 
was painted in 1945. It was called “What Happened to Your Hand?” 
and it established a new genre in Adventist art. It depicted Christ clad 
in long white robes seated in a garden with an inquisitive girl in con¬ 
temporary dress on his knee and a boy holding a toy airplane at his 
feet. It was the first of numerous pictures in which Christ is shown in 
modern settings. In “Christ at the Sickbed,” Jesus is depicted in a mod¬ 
ern room at the bedside of a young girl; in “Christ of the Highway,” 
he directs lost travelers in an open-top sports car; in “A Modern Ni- 
codemus,” he reasons with a middle-aged man in a well-appointed 
room; in the “Couple in a Garden,” he talks to two suburbanites who 
have interrupted their garden chores to listen. It is a striking compo¬ 
sitional technique, juxtaposing the eternal and temporal, the sublime 
and the commonplace. It was a procedure that could be reversed. In 
“May I Hold Him?” a group of modern children are present at the 
nativity in the stable in Bethlehem. In both, the figures appear united 
within the picture space, but the viewer can perceive the incongruity 
by recognizing that the figures are not united in time—one or more 
of them belongs to a different time or is outside of time altogether. 

Another Adventist artist, Greg Constantine, a professor at Andrews 
University, has also explored the idea of locating Christ in a contem¬ 
porary setting. Although his technique is very different, owing more 
to expressionism and pop art than commercial realism, Constantine’s 
vision is essentially the same. His Christ does not inhabit suburbia but 
New York City. The story of the Good Samaritan becomes a mugging 
in Central Park. Lazarus is raised at Calvary cemetery in Queens. 30 For 
Constantine, picturing Christ in New York is the natural development 
of a series of books in which famous artists have been pictured visiting 
major American cities. Van Gogh Visits New York, Leonardo Visits Los An¬ 
geles, and Picasso Visits Chicago all follow a similar pattern. 31 The artist 
is brought out of his own time and enters the modern world, where 
he both adapts to contemporary culture and attempts to pursue his 
own projects in an unfamiliar setting. Constantine’s work lacks Ander¬ 
son’s sentimental piety; it is urbane, witty, and depends for its effect 
on a detailed knowledge of art and popular culture. But Constantine’s 
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pictures of time travelers fulfill precisely the same function: they 
prompt reflection on the character of the alien, and they constitute an 
invitation to look at the world through the eyes of a stranger. 

In an indirect way, these paintings may be seen to reflect the religious 
and social position of the artists. The time travelers of Adventist art 
are not distanced from their surroundings in an arbitrary fashion but 
in the exact manner that Adventists are separated from the rest of 
society. The spectator is not deceived by spatial continuities but can see 
that one of the protagonists owes allegiance to a different temporal 
framework. The viewer is placed in the position of the divine judge 
for whom invisible discrepancies of synchronization are manifestations 
of an eternal choice. But those within the picture are unable to perceive 
its temporal dislocation. Reassured by the apparent unity of the space 
they inhabit, they treat the time traveler as one of themselves. In turn, 
the alien seems well adapted to his new environment, at home in a 
world of which he is not a part. Space elides the boundaries of time. 

Nothing could reflect the Adventist experience more closely. Like 
time travelers, Adventists share space with their fellow Americans but 
do not themselves belong to it. They adapt to their surroundings, for 
they know that their stay is only temporary. They move unnoticed. 
Their peculiarity is unobtrusive, their dissent silent. 



CHAPTER 13 


Adventism and America 


In Adventist art, a dominant motif is the incongruous presence of an 
alien figure in familiar surroundings. The viewer realizes that the alien 
is displaced in time, but his interlocutors do not. The objects of every¬ 
day life are transmuted by the gaze of the stranger, who, in turn, is 
domesticated by the homeliness of his setting. The reassuring becomes 
threatening, and the startling becomes mundane. It is a vision of the 
world precisely aligned with Adventist eschatology in which today’s 
newspaper is a fulfillment of yesterday’s prophecy, and future salvation 
is an imminent reality. It accurately reflects a perspective from which 
American society seems foreign and Adventism is Americanized. 

In early Adventist apocalyptic, the church was placed in opposition 
to the American nation. In the nineteenth century, many Americans 
believed that their country would be the vehicle through which a mil¬ 
lennium would be realized on earth. Adventists came to believe that 
there would be no earthly millennium and that America would become 
an agent of the Antichrist before its destruction at the Second Coming. 
Those who survived the final cataclysm would be identified by their 
adherence to the seventh-day Sabbath; those who gave allegiance to the 
American Sunday would perish. In this scenario, the division between 
the saved and the damned hinges on which day of the weekly cycle is 
considered more important. The essential criterion of salvation is a 
correct apprehension of temporal sequence. Time, the least visible of 
divisions, is the basis for an irreversible separation of good and evil. 
Access to eternity is gained through synchronizing weekly routines with 
those of heaven and enduring the difficulties created by being out of 
synchronization with the rest of the world. 

To appreciate fully the tensions inherent in this situation, and their 
precise reflection in the superficially bland productions of Adventist 
art, it is necessary to recapitulate. In part one it was shown that Ad¬ 
ventist theology, although apparently a malleable cluster of beliefs, in 
fact constitutes a coherent ideological system in which individual ele¬ 
ments are replaceable only within a framework that legitimates the con- 
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tinued independent existence of the church. Sources of authority are 
interchangeable; apocalyptic is renewable; identity may be defined by 
organic unity as well as taboo; the road to salvation may be enlarged 
to accommodate more travelers. But throughout these transformations, 
there has always been a combination of ideas sufficient to differentiate 
those that hold them from the rest of American society and to maintain 
a sense of distance between the church and the world. 

In many instances, the details of Adventist theology were worked out 
in order to differentiate the church from other marginal groups, no¬ 
tably the former Millerite factions and the spiritualists. But to under¬ 
stand the central dynamic in Adventism, it is necessary to look beyond 
this jockeying for position at the sectarian margins of American religion 
to the larger gulf between Adventism and mainstream Protestantism. 
Yet Adventism has not been involved in a dialogue with any one of 
these groups. Despite superficial similarities, it is not an estranged off¬ 
shoot of Methodism nor a deviant Baptist group. Adventism does not 
define itself against individual denominations in the mainstream but 
against the mainstream as a united body of tradition. 

That Adventism should respond to the mainstream as a single reli¬ 
gious force is not entirely surprising. Many commentators have noted 
the high degree of consensus among American Protestant groups. 1 
Whatever differences there may be about the correct form of church 
organization or the proper time for baptism, there is agreement that 
Protestantism is the most valid expression of Christianity and that 
America has provided a singular opportunity for the Christian religion 
to realize its full potential. The mainline denominations share a com¬ 
mon history with the American state. The founding fathers of the na¬ 
tion are also the patriarchs of mainstream religion. America nurtured 
the Protestant impulse, and Protestantism bestowed on the state a 
unique role as the instrument of the divine will. 

A somewhat diluted version of this religious consensus can be said 
to constitute a “civil religion” that “relates the citizen’s role and Amer¬ 
ican society’s place in space, time and history to the conditions of ul¬ 
timate existence and meaning.” 2 As such, it loses something of its ex¬ 
clusively Protestant content and focuses rather on the state, investing 
its institutions and symbols with a sacred character. The inauguration 
of a president and the saluting of the flag become religious ceremonies 
in which citizens are reminded of God’s special interest in the American 
nation and the consequent responsibilities placed on president and cit¬ 
izens alike. 3 In its stronger forms, the ideology of civil religion allots 
to America a vital role in the salvation of mankind. Translated into 
political terms, this may be expressed as a desire to save the world from 
the menace of Communism. In a religious context, it is found in the 
belief that America is the only place in which humanity is free to strive 
toward perfection. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this view 



166 / ADVENTIST EXPERIENCE 


was embedded within an eschatological framework. The colonies had 
justified the revolt against Britain by casting their adversary in the 
eschatological role of Babylon and themselves as the persecuted woman 
in the wilderness. Flushed with the success of the Revolution, the new 
nation saw itself as the stone in Daniel 2 that smashed the image of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and grew to fill the entire earth. 4 In the Sec¬ 
ond Great Awakening, revivalists called for conversion and reformation 
of character to achieve the perfection of society and precipitate an 
earthly millennium in which the American Republic would become the 
seat of a righteous empire. 5 

At the base of the rift between Adventism and the mainsteam is the 
Adventist refusal to view American society as the means of universal 
redemption. 6 Millerism negated the optimistic dream of progress. The 
world was not on the verge of perfection but at the brink of final 
catastrophe. In Seventh-day Adventism, the denial of contemporary 
orthodoxy was further refined. Not only was the world about to end, 
but America, according to many the instrument of the world’s salvation, 
was actually a diabolical monster bent on the destruction of the saints. 
In opposition to this malevolent force, there was only the remnant, a 
group whose defining characteristic—the observance of the seventh- 
day Sabbath—made it more or less coterminus with the Seventh-day 
Adventist denomination. It was this group, not America, that would be 
the vehicle of redemption. Its members would be the sole survivors of 
the last judgment, the only persons for whom eternity could become 
continuous with the present. 

For Adventists, the difference between themselves and other Amer¬ 
icans lay in the anticipated trajectory of the two groups. Americans 
were participants in the somber drama of history, bounded by time 
and destined for destruction. But for Adventists, the world was but a 
temporary stage on which to rehearse the roles they were destined to 
play in heavenly society. Not being subjected to time, Adventists danced 
to a different music—harmonious with heaven but dissonant from the 
world—the rhythm of their lives marginally out of step with American 
routines. It was a lack of synchronization perfectly symbolized by the 
seventh-day Sabbath. Adventists joined with other Americans in putting 
an emphasis on one day in seven but syncopated the rhythm by em¬ 
phasizing the day before everyone else’s sabbath. 

The Sabbath is the key to understanding the Adventist relationship 
with America. In its peculiarity, it makes sacred the Adventist alienation 
from the America way of life, but in its conformity to the American 
expectation that there should be one holy day in a week, it aligns Ad¬ 
ventists with wider society. The evangelists of the Second Great Awak¬ 
ening had seen the proper observance of Sunday as one means of ef¬ 
fecting the perfection of the American people. The nation’s ability to 
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realise the earthly millennium was understood to depend upon its loy¬ 
alty to the Sunday Sabbath. 7 Seventh-day Adventism denied the Amer¬ 
ican dream, usurped the redemptive role of the nation, and appro¬ 
priated the Sabbath as a test of collective purpose. The seventh-day 
Sabbath was just the last in a series of alternatives to the ideology of 
American civil religion. Adventism offered not an earthly but a heav¬ 
enly millennium; it presented itself as the social vehicle of salvation; 
and it enjoined the observance of a sabbath but one day earlier than 
that sacred to America. Adventism did not create a new religious syn¬ 
thesis but an alternative form of American civil religion that provided 
a divergent route to salvation. 

If the development of Adventist theology can be viewed as a sus¬ 
tained effort to create and maintain a distinctive ideology, the history 
of Adventism’s organizational growth reveals the desire to reproduce 
a parallel version of American society, distinguished by its alternative 
ideological orientation but familiar in its internal construction. 8 It is 
possible to perceive two dynamics in this process. I he first is the need 
to compete with America—the body against which Adventism has de¬ 
fined itself. The second is the need to avoid conflict. Although America 
is the ultimate eschatological adversary, Adventists expect divine inter¬ 
vention to be the means through which they are vindicated and Amer¬ 
ica is toppled. Until then, they are prepared to cohabit and to facilitate 
superficial integration through the emulation of American customs 
and institutions. It is essential to Adventism that its deviation from the 
American way of life is expressed in the invisible dimension of time. 
Deviance is both disguised and reinforced by a willingness to clothe 
Adventist practices in American dress. Adventists do not so much par¬ 
ticipate as imitate. They have not been incorporated into American 
society; they function as a separate organism within the larger body. 

The spread of Adventism throughout the world exemplifies this re¬ 
lationship. The church emerged in a country that had but recently 
shaken off its allegiance to Britain and whose independence was pre¬ 
carious. In his farewell address of 1796, George Washington counseled 
the young nation not to entertain foreign influence, for it was “one of 
the most baneful foes of republican government.” 9 It was a suspicion 
that developed easily into a thoroughgoing isolationism of which the 
classic expression became the Monroe Doctrine. The early years of Ad¬ 
ventism replicated this pattern. Having struggled away from their own 
Babylon—the mainline churches—Adventists were unwilling to ally 
themselves with other bodies for fear of contamination. During the 
Shut-Door period, even evangelism was considered unwise. When mis¬ 
sionary activity was eventually restarted, Adventists persuaded them¬ 
selves that they could fulfil the gospel commission to “go into all the 
world” by evangelizing within the boundaries of the multiracial United 
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States. While America was isolated from the rest of the world, Adven¬ 
tism, which had initially disengaged from America, only reengaged with 
the world within America. 

When Adventist missionary activity finally began to bear fruit 
throughout the world in the second decade of the twentieth century, 
it was a world that Woodrow Wilson had pledged to make “safe for 
democracy” and in which America was ever more actively involved. 10 
Similarly, after the Second World War when America became involved 
in world affairs to a hitherto unprecedented degree, Adventism’s global 
expansion was accelerated. Countries within the American sphere of 
influence proved particularly receptive to the Adventist message. In¬ 
terestingly, it is through American power that Adventist eschatology 
becomes credible. In operating as the world’s policeman, the United 
States rehearses the very role that Adventists expect it to play in en¬ 
forcing the universal Sunday law. Most converts are inspired by Ad¬ 
ventism’s apocalyptic vision of the world. Exhibitions of American eco¬ 
nomic and military strength can only serve to reinforce the Adventist 
message. But the fact that Adventists foresee themselves being perse¬ 
cuted by America suggests that Third World converts may not be 
wholeheartedly enthusiastic about those aspects of American power 
with which they are already familiar. Adventism may thus function as 
one means of coming to terms with America’s dominating presence in 
the world. To becom e an Adventist is to join an American re ligion but 
one distanced from, and war y of, the mos t obvious manifestations of 
American jpowen 

Adventism has appropriated and reinterpreted the central tenets of 
American self-understanding. “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap¬ 
piness” become, within the Adventist context, ideals of a very different 
character than those upheld by the signatories of the Declaration of 
Independence. For Adventists, the pursuit of happiness has not in¬ 
volved individual self-expression within a libertarian social order but 
the restraint of the emotions and the regulation of the appetites. Ad¬ 
ventists have devoted more time to preparing for eternal bliss than to 
enjoying the fleeting moment. But they have not agreed to endure 
present hardship in return for future reward. Adventists do not expect 
to be mad e happy in hea veri in compensation for being miserable now. 
For them, the pursuit of happiness means setting out on a clearly 
marked and unbroken path that leads from earth to heaven." 

The dominant Adventist conception of heaven has been ot a court 
populated by angels. According to Ellen White, the saved would replace 
those angels who had fallen with Satan before the creation of the world. 
The heavenly court was conceived as a place of hierarchical organi¬ 
zation and bureaucratic employment. Salvation was a continuing pro¬ 
cess by which the saints became perfectly adapted to heavenly society 




ADVENTISM AND AMERICA / 169 


through acquiring the requisite characteristics on earth. Adventist per¬ 
fectionism has never involved the mindless observation of a legal code: 
its orientation has always been toward purposive self-improvement— 
its objective, the reassimilation of a remnant of the human race into 
the divine realm. Ellen White emphasized that heaven was a place of 
obedience and order; to be acceptable, a person would have to acquire 
perfect self-control. The inhabitants of heaven, the angels, were ageless 
and sexless; to gain citizenship, a human being would have to become 
ageless and sexless, too. For Adventists, the pursuit of happiness was 
the quest for this transformation—a metamorphosis through which to 
bridge the chasm between time and eternity. 

Self-control was the key. Ellen White revealed that angels lived lives 
of perfect order and discipline. Human activity was under angelic sur¬ 
veillance, and angels would be offended by any uncontrolled expression 
of emotion. Interaction between people should be governed by the 
same sense of decorum that prevailed in heaven. There was to be no 
accommodation of the individualism of the American frontier. The vir¬ 
tues to be practiced in readiness for heaven were specifically social in 
nature. But just as the equilibrium of social interaction might be dis¬ 
turbed by unrestrained emotion so, too, the balance of physical health 
might be endangered by uncontrolled passion. 

Sex was deemed particularly injurious to the human constitution. 12 
Excess, resulting either from masturbation, fornication, or marital lust, 
was likely to result in general debilitation and premature death. The 
sexual impulse, unless firmly repressed, was liable to undermine the 
entire Adventist program for human betterment. It was redundant in 
the divine realm. The angels did not marry and bear children, nor 
would the saints in heaven. Sexual activity was, from the perspective 
of eternity, dysfunctional: it devoted valuable time to a practice that 
would soon be disregarded; it precipitated emotional outbursts of the 
kind that angels shunned; it reduced the possibility of remaining alive 
until the Second Advent; and it caused physiological malfunction, 
which, as there was no disjunction between body and soul, could also 
result in spiritual debilitation. 

To avoid any excitement that might release the sexual impulse, Ad¬ 
ventists were instructed to abjure the use of alcohol, tobacco, meat, tea, 
and coflee. Dancing and novel reading were also prone to stimulate 
unholy passions and fell under similar disapproval. Adventists did not 
eschew pleasure for its own sake; they simply avoided those pleasures 
that might inhibit their progress toward the greater happiness given 
by health, holiness, and the certainty of heaven. The range of Adventist 
taboos prompted the creation of carefully monitored social environ¬ 
ments. The benefits of the Adventist lifestyle could be maximized 
within a closed situation. In a sanitarium or a college, individuals could 
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be freed from the distractions of the world, denied access to harmful 
substances and practices, and encouraged to develop a perfectly bal¬ 
anced way of life. 

The need to disengage from America in order to establish a har¬ 
monious rapport with heaven could, and sometimes did, occasionally 
conflict. It is surprising, however, that Adventism, which posits the 
American nation as the ultimate eschatological enemy, should have en¬ 
joyed a relatively amicable relationship with the state. The source of 
this amity is Adventism’s willingness to keep hostility in the realm of 
theology and to express its uncertainties about the state by replicating, 
rather then attacking, national institutions. 13 Thus Adventists were not 
primarily Sabbath breakers but keepers of an alternative Sabbath. Ellen 
White criticized those who tho ught that to keep Saturday holy requ ired 
an ostentatioiis~dtsreg?fd Tor th e sajictity of Sunday. Despite this, Ad¬ 
ventists did encounter difficulties as a~ result”of Sunday “blue laws.” 
When brought to court, the church wielded the First Amendment. Lib¬ 
erty was, for Adventists, essentially freedom in which to promote re¬ 
ligious deviation. Once again Adventists reappropriated the Declaration 
of Independence: the Revolution had sought freedom for America; 
Adventist wanted freedom from America. When it proved impossible 
for Adventists to exempt themselves from the requirements of the state, 
they preferred to operate under their own auspices. Rather than face 
the difficulties of ignoring the government war effort, Adventists es¬ 
tablished their own programs for medical cadet training. Even in their 
support for temperance, Adventists worked primarily through their 
own organization rather than with other agencies. 

In order to coordinate the multifarious activities in which Adventists 
engaged, the church rapidly developed a hierarchical administrative 
structure. 14 With its widely disbursed and expanding membership, its 
numerous semiautonomous institutions and agencies, and its multira¬ 
cial composition, the church has needed strong central government to 
hold it together. The absence of any significant offshoots is a testimony 
to the success of this arrangement. But the cohesiveness of the Adven¬ 
tist system is not simply imposed by the weight of bureaucratic au¬ 
thority; it also derives from the cooperative nature of the Adventist 
ethic. In anticipation of their incorporation into the divine realm. Ad¬ 
ventists were enjoined to develop nonassertive modes of behavior. In¬ 
dividual initiative and expression were not particularly encouraged, but 
harmonious interaction with fellow believers was held to provide a fore¬ 
taste of heavenly society. This emphasis on social integration combined 
with the need to dissociate from the Babylon of mainstream religious 
life meant that Adventists were, as a group, fairly easy to control. There 
was, of course, a con stant stream of apost asies; but while an Adventist, 
an individual was inculcated with the virtues of passivity and mistrust 
for the world. Consequently, members have probably been jnhibite d 
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frorn forming strong dissident or schis matic g roups: dissent would be 
un- Adventist?scHIsTnTmght leacTback into Babylon. There have been 
breakaway groups, but remarkably few of any importance for an in¬ 
ternational church with a 150-year history. 

However, this very cohesiveness has made Adventists easy prey for 
fraudulent financial operators. Adventists have found it easier to co¬ 
operate with one another in the un-Adventist pursuit of quick wealth 
than they have to join with outsiders in the promotion of Adventist 
goals such as temperance. That this is so should not be taken as an 
indication of venality; it is rather the unintended consequence of an 
ideological and organizational system that has defined itself in oppo¬ 
sition to mainstream American life and has distanced itself from na¬ 
tional institutions by taking over many of the functions of the state for 
its own constituency. 

The church and its institutions are the Adventists’ home. America is, 
to some degree, a foreign land. Its institutions are familiar, but familiar 
through resemblance to their Adventist counterparts, not through di¬ 
rect contact. In its effort to exempt itself from American time (a time 
bounded by annihilation), while forced to share American space, Ad¬ 
ventism has recreated America within America. It has turned the ide¬ 
ology of civil religion inside out to form a faith that consigns the nation 
to damnation and locates salvation within another social group—a 
group defined by the seventh-day Sabbath, inspired by ideals that rein¬ 
terpret fundamental American values, and nurtured within an alter¬ 
native network of institutions. It is small wonder, then, that Adventist 
artists have often portrayed the world around them through the eyes 
of a visitor from another time; Adventists in America are themselves 
visitors from another time, surveying a culture different from their 
own. 

In part three the focus will shift from Adventists as a group to groups 
within Adventism. The purpose of this change is not only to give full 
weight to the diversity within Adventism but also to analyze the process 
by which the church produces and maintains its peculiar symbiosis with 
the American nation. But before turning to the internal dynamics of 
the Adventist subculture, it is worth making a comparison with another 
religious group. Is the Adventist experience of, and response to, Amer¬ 
ican society a unique phenomenon? If not, with which other deviant 
social movement is it comparable? And how does the Adventist system 
differ from that of other minority religions that share a similar histor¬ 
ical and geographical position? 

The most illuminating comparison is with the Latter-day Saints. Ad¬ 
ventists and Mormons share veryJittle Rheological common ground, and 
Adventists stand much closer to traditional Christianity. Despite this, 
the public has persisted in confusing the two groups: Millerites in Brit¬ 
ain explained repeatedly that they were not Mormons; 15 Ellen White 
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had to make the same denial when visiting the West; 16 even in iq86. 
4 percent of those who thought they knew about Adventism were ac¬ 
tually thinking of Mormonism. 17 Such muddles are not fortuitous; the 
two groups emerged more or less in the same place at the same time, 
and both reflect the religious and social milieu from which they came. 

From the early 1820s, Joseph Smith, the first leader of the Latter- 
day Saints, experienced visions through which he learned that all ex¬ 
isting religions were wrong and that some golden plates covered with 
inscriptions contained a new revelation. 18 Smith translated the inscrip¬ 
tions with miraculous aid and published the Book of Mormon in 1830. 
It told the story of two Jewish tribes that had migrated to America in 
about 600 b.c. Despite its historical setting, the book addressed issues 
of contemporary relevance. 19 In particular, it dealt with America. F.arly 
in the story, the Lord tells Nephi, leader of one of the tribes that “in¬ 
asmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall prosper, and shall 
be led to a land of promise; yea, even a land which I have prepared 
for you; yea, a land which is choice above all other lands.” 20 Once in 
America, the tribes fail to live up to God’s instructions, but the promise 
is reiterated: “Behold, this is a choice land, and whatsoever nation shall 
possess it shall be free from bondage, and from captivity, and from all 
other nations under heaven, if they will but serve the God of the 
land.” 21 The message was clear. As Joseph Smith himself said shortly 
before his death in 1844: “The whole of America is Zion itself from 
north to south.” 22 

The Book of Mormon rehearsed the central elements of the American 
myth: the flight from oppression, migration across the sea, entry into 
the land of promise. The early history of the Mormon people recapit¬ 
ulated the same events. Joseph Smith quickly attracted followers in his 
home region of upstate New York, but he moved to Kirtland, Ohio, 
in 1831 to join a communitarian group that had been converted to 
Mormonism. Another group of Mormons moved to Missouri. In both 
places the Mormons encountered fierce local opposition, so that in 
1839 they relocated in Nauvoo, Illinois, where they began building a 
City of Zion. Eventually, when they once again fell foul of their neigh¬ 
bors, they moved to the uninhabited Great Salt Basin to establish their 
own kingdom in what is now Utah. 

Each of these migrations followed the same pattern. Smith had pro¬ 
claimed that “the decree hath gone forth from the Father that they 
shall be gathered in unto one place upon the face of this land.” 23 The 
divine command was to “let them, therefore, who are among the Gen¬ 
tiles flee unto Zion.” 2 '* Following this call, the Mormons all congregated 
at one center; as a result, the local population became concerned lest 
they be overrun by the adherents of this strange religion. Opposition 
mounted, persecution began, and the Mormons moved from yet an¬ 
other Babylon to build a new Zion. 
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The Mormon millennium was to be located in America and centered 
on the saints gathered in Zion. For the Mormons, an identifiable piece 
of land was the focus of their hopes. In 1837 a visitor to Kirtland 
complained about the crude literalism of their aspirations. The Mor¬ 
mons were, he said, “holding out the idea that the kingdom of Christ 
is to be composed of ‘real estate, herds, flocks, silver, gold,’ etc. as well 
as of human beings.” 25 Whatever its theological limitations, this vision 
prompted geographical movement. It inspired the arduous trek from 
the eastern United States to the West, and it drew thousands of im¬ 
migrants from among Mormon converts in Britain and Scandinavia. 

In Mornionism, the s acred is located in space, not time . Its bound¬ 
aries are geographical, not temporal. It can be reached by a physical 
journey across land and sea, not through an experiential journey 
through time. In this respect, Mormonism represents the mirror image 
of Adventism. Adventists separated themselves from other Americans 
by choosing as sacred their own portion of time—the Sabbath. The 
Mormons distanced themselves from America by moving outside the 
territorial boundaries of the United States and choosing for themselves 
a sacred place. Adventists were content to share American space, to 
remain dispersed throughout the continent, but were determined not 
to participate in American time as manifested in the observance of 
Sunday and the expectation of an earthly millennium. In contrast, the 
Mormons fought, often literally, to preserve their own space, but ac¬ 
knowledged the validity of Sunday and anticipated a millennium on 
American soil. 

The Mormons explicitly identified themselves with American time, 
with the idea that the Pilgrim Fathers had opened a new and final 
chapter in the history of God’s dealings with men. The Mormon vision 
differed only in its particularity, in its concentration on a specified 
location. The overall conception of the American era as the inaugu¬ 
ration of a unique period in sacred time was accepted without question. 
But the Mormons did differentiate themselves from their background 
by their sense of time: they separated themselves not from America 
but from Christianity. As Jan Shipps has argued in Mormonism, the 
Latter-day Saints recapitulated the events of the Exodus, constituted 
themselves as a new Israel, and made a fresh start, placing themselves 
“once again at the beginning.” 26 By identifying themselves with the He¬ 
brew patriarchs, the Mormons bypassed Christianity, forming a new 
religious tradition distinct from Christian orthodoxy. 

American civil religion has always involved the interpenetration of 
religious and political ideas. In its early nineteenth-century guise of civil 
millennialism, civil religion embodied the belief that the thousand-year 
reign of Christ was to be realized through the independence, prosper¬ 
ity, and moral improvement of the United States. It was a potent but 
uneasy fusion of ideas, suggesting that the territory and political insti- 
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tutions of America were peculiarly adapted to the millennium and that 
the religion of the majority of American Protestants was the closest 
available approximation to the Christian ideal. Both Adventism and 
Mormonism responded negatively to these ideas: Adventists questioned 
the first, the Mormons the second. In Adventism, the American dream 
is reinterpreted; in Mormonism, Christianity is reinterpreted. Adven¬ 
tists have become un-American in an effort to be more truly Christian. 
Mormons have become un-Christian in attempting to be more truly 
American. 

Such dichotomies may oversimplify the complexities of history, but 
they illustrate the important contrasts between the two most important 
religious movements native to America. These differences are further 
exemplified by the disparity between the value systems of the two 
groups. For Adventists, the present is patterned after ancient prophecy 
and controlled by an apocalyptic future. For Mormons, the present is 
the locus of control for past and future—they baptize the dead by 
proxy in order to aid their progress in the afterlife. For Adventists, the 
present is a time of preparation; for Mormons, it is a time of action. 
In the nineteenth century, Adventists prepared for the kingdom of 
God by practicing self-control; Mormons built the kingdom through 
massive physical exertion. Adventists sought to restrain sexuality; Mor¬ 
mons advocated a plurality of wives and abundant children. In short. 
Adventists sought command over themselves, while Mormons took 
command of their environment. Unsurprisingly, Adventists have con¬ 
tributed more to medicine; Mormons, more to agriculture. 

Such discrepancies probably owe something to the fact that the Mor¬ 
mon prophet was a man, and the Adventist prophet a woman.'’ Fur¬ 
ther, they may also reflect the realities of frontier America: the Mor¬ 
mons were the first settlers creating farmland out in the wilderness; 
Adventists came later at a time when secondary economic activities— 
trades and services—were becoming important. But such dichotomies 
also reveal the fundamental difference of the two religions in their 
perceptions of space and time. In Mormonism, spatial extension—ex¬ 
perienced through migration, farming, building, and fecundity—is the 
primary dimension of experience. In Adventism, time is the primary 
dimension. Self-restraint engenders a heightened awareness of dura¬ 
tion; Sabbath keeping promotes a chronometry; prophetic interpreta¬ 
tion focuses on chronology, health reform on longevity, and the Second 
Advent on the hope of eternity. For a Mormon, morality is the proper 
use of space; for an Adventist, it is the correct use of time. 

In their peculiar concentration on either space or time, Mormons 
and Adventists were both dissenting from an ideological consensus in 
which God’s time was combined with American space to form the spa- 
tiotemporal unit of the American millennium. Adventism was thus not 
unique in responding to the dominant ideology of civil religion; Mor- 
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monism, which developed in similar circumstances, reacted to the same 
stimulus. But the Adventist response diverged from that of the Mor¬ 
mons in almost every respect. While the Mormons embarked on noisy 
migration across space, Adventist were setting out on a quiet pilgrimage 
through time. 




Part 3 


ADVENTIST SUBCULTURE 




CHAPTER 14 


Women 


Seventh-day Adventism is the largest Christian denomination to have 
been founded by a woman. As such, it offers unique opportunities to 
researchers interested in female religious experience and in women’s 
roles in social movements. Such questions fall outside the scope of this 
book, but the analysis of the church’s relationship with America pro¬ 
vides some indication of the ways in which Adventism exemplifies fe¬ 
male responses to a patriarchal social order. 

Within patriarchy, women are excluded from the centers of power 
and are confined to the margins of society. They are denied the pos¬ 
sibility of self-definition, save in opposition to, or in imitation of, dom¬ 
inant male groups. Their ability to control and occupy space is limited 
by the boundaries established by men. 1 These characteristics apply to 
Adventists as well as to other marginal social groups. What is partic¬ 
ularly interesting about Adventism is that it represents a feminine re¬ 
sponse to these conditions—feminine, that is, within the norms of mod¬ 
ern Western culture. In other words, Adventists, like “feminine” 
women, have made virtues out of the limitations imposed by their social 
subordination. By defining themselves in the mirror image of the dom¬ 
inant ideology, Adventists have managed to coexist with their potential 
persecutors. At no stage have they willingly attempted to confront the 
state. They have, rather, remained quiet and malleable, not seeking to 
draw attention to themselves lest this provoke a hostile reaction; yet 
they have maintained a mute resistance to authority, refusing to par¬ 
ticipate in conflict on terms laid down by the aggressor. 

Furthermore, Adventism, like traditional femininity, not only re¬ 
quires the avoidance of explicit sexuality and violence, it also seeks to 
disarm its opponents through promoting temperance, health reform, 
and self-control. Adventist concerns, such as health and education, are 
issues that have long been the prerogative of women (at least in a non¬ 
professional context). Like women, Adventists have tended to play car¬ 
ing, healing, and nurturing roles. Unlike the Mormons, but like many 
women, Adventists have not claimed the right to their own space but 
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have defined themselves through time—not through the monthly cycle 
of menstruation, but by the weekly observance of the Sabbath. Even in 
the arts, Adventists have elected to pursue the traditional feminine ac¬ 
complishment of music. 

Within American society, Adventism can thus be perceived to occupy 
a “feminine” position. Unsurprisingly, it has attracted more women 
than men, and although there is a preponderance of women in most 
Christian denominations, the Adv entist ratio~~r> r 2_ n>~i is unusually 
high. a Despite this, the status of women within Adventism has been 
ambiguous. Women have responded positively to the Adventist mes¬ 
sage and have been eager to work for the church, but the extent of 
their participation has been determined by men who, from an early 
stage, have controlled the church’s bureaucracy. Insofar as Adventist 
women have a history distinct from that of the church itself, it is one 
in which the central dynamic has been the conflict between female en¬ 
thusiasm and male regulation. 

This tension underlies the earliest discussions of the role of women 
in Adventism. In January 1850 the Review and Herald carried a letter 
by a Sister M. Ashley of Dartmouth, Massachusetts. In words that ex¬ 
pressed the feelings of most of the Review's female correspondents, she 
said: “I do find in my heart a love for God’s precious truth, and I rejoice 
that the poor lost sheep are being gathered. Truly, God has set his 
hand to the work, and it will be done. . . . Glory to God, he has some 
precious ‘jewells’ [sic] in old Dartmouth, and they now begin to shine.” 9 
Letters like these filled the correspondence columns of the Review in 
its first decade. They indicate that the first Adventist women were, in 
general, committed believers deeply interested in the progress of the 
movement. Of course men also wrote to the church paper, but their 
letters rarely expressed the same joy of commitment as their female 
counterparts. 

It was not just in letters to the Review that women kept up the morale 
of Adventist believers. They often made notable contributions in tes¬ 
timony meetings as well. An account of one such meeting in Washing¬ 
ton, New Hampshire, in 1852 told of “a wonderful answer to prayer, 
in the case of Sister Huntley of Lempster, N.H.” She had been badly 
injured after being thrown from a wagon. Her plight was announced 
at the meeting, and a few people then left to see her. After prayer she 
began to feel better, and quite soon she asked to go to the meeting 
“and tell what God had done for her.” As the Review related the story: 
“She rode about a mile to the place of meeting, testified to the good¬ 
ness of God, rested well during the night, and the next morning 
seemed as well as before the accident occurred.” 4 

With women often featuring like this in church meetings, it was not 
surprising that the first question raised about Adventist women was 
whether, in fact, they should keep quiet in church. It was not long 
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before an article appeared in the Review, headed by Paul’s declaration: 
“Let your Women keep silence in the Churches.” Some Adventists had 
evidently noticed the apostle’s statements on women in passages like 
1 Corinthians 14 and 2 Timothy 2, and were disturbed at the readiness 
of women to speak up at Adventist gatherings. D. Hewitt, a Battle 
Creek layman who wrote the article, dismissed such sentiments by a 
closely argued exegesis of the texts. He argued against the suggestion 
that Adventist women were overreaching themselves by writing that 
“simply praying, or singing, or speaking in meeting would not be 
usurping authority over the man, but edifying the man, and pleasing 
the Lord. ... A sister’s telling in meeting what the Lord has done for 
her, and what she intends to do through grace, would not be . . . usurp¬ 
ing authority over the man.” 5 

The issue, however, would not go away, and another article on the 
subject appeared in the Review in 1859. 6 In i860 S. C. Welcome in yet 
another article provided concrete evidence that some Adventist 
churches did prevent women from speaking. He said: “Often I have 
been in meetings where it was contrary to the rules of the church for 
females to speak; and while the brethren would speak of their enjoy¬ 
ment, some humble sister whose heart would be overflowing with the 
love of God, would sit bound down by the chains of the church creed.” 
He then went on to describe a clearly distressing example he had ex¬ 
perienced just “a few evenings since.” It involved a new convert who 
was barred from expressing her new found faith in church by her 
parents. 7 

Mrs. White herself does not seem to have engaged publicly in this 
debate. But the men around her were certainly willing to defend the 
cause of women. In 1858 James White wrote an article in the Review 
on the role of prophecy in the church. Although he did not mention 
his wife by name, he argued that prophecy was a work that provided 
equal opportunities. Quoting Joel 2:28-32 he said: “Under the influ¬ 
ence of the Holy Spirit both sons and daughters will prophesy. Some 
have excluded females from a share in this work, because it says, ‘Your 
young men shall see visions.’ They seem to forget that ‘man’ and ‘men’ 
in the Scriptures generally means both male and female.” 8 The result 
of this interpretation was that certain rights of equality were established 
for Mrs. White. This may have ensured for Adventist women some 
rights of church participation that might have otherwise proved harder 
to secure. On the other hand, the attitudes and behavior that Adventist 
women exhibited from the beginnings of the movement may, in turn, 
have provided exactly the sort of environment for Mrs. White to flour¬ 
ish. Whenever the prophetess sent in an encouraging article to the 
Review or testified in a meeting, she was acting in the same manner as 
dozens of other Adventist women. 

In her book on women and Christianity, the author Sara Maitland 
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noted that it is a characteristic of religious history that women achieve 
positions of leadership during times of conflict. 9 Three American so¬ 
ciologists in the book Women of the Cloth also noted that women are 
likely to feature at the birth of new religious movements where a new 
vision is advanced. 10 The observations of both Maitland and the Amer¬ 
ican sociologists certainly fit the Adventist experience in its initial 
stages: first, in the emergence of Ellen White front the ashes of the 
Great Disappointment, and second, in the extent to which women par¬ 
ticipated in church meetings, despite some opposition. 

The authors of Women of the Cloth point out that women retained a 
significant place in those new movements that continued to stress the 
importance of the “gifts of the spirit.”" In Adventism, the emphasis 
on such gifts—particularly prophecy—was ensured by the presence of 
Ellen White. As a result, the overall status of Adventist women and 
their level of participation in the church did not decline when men 
assumed bureaucratic control following the 1863 organization. Of 
course, the nature of that participation was different: women could 
now do things other than write to the Review or contribute to testimony 
meetings. Women served as licensed ministers, Bible workers, admin¬ 
istrative officials, and on equal terms in husband-and-wife evangelistic 
teams. 12 It would be a mistake to exaggerate the involvement of women 
in a church in which men still dominated the leadership positions. How¬ 
ever, in the 1860s and 1870s, Adventist women made steady progress 
within the denomination. Indeed, the impact women made in this pe¬ 
riod is perhaps indicated by events at the 1881 General Conference 
session, where delegates passed a resolution advocating the ordination 
of women. The resolution was not adopted, however, for reasons that 
have still not been fully explained.' 3 

At the first attempt, women failed to win ordination. Despite this, 
they continued to secure ministerial licenses from local conferences. 
Women such as Ruie Hill and Hattie Enoch served in General Gon- 
ference mission areas in the United States. Ellen Lane, who had been 
the first Adventist woman to hold a ministerial license in 1878, con¬ 
ducted an effective ministry until 1889." Most notably, Mrs. Lulu 
Wightman, another licensed minister, established nearly a dozen 
churches in New York State between 1896 and 1905. It was estimated 
in 1905 that 60 percent of all Adventist conversions in New York State 
were the result of the work of Mrs. Wightman and her husband. Her 
achievements, in the judgment of one Adventist researcher, made her 
“not only the . . . most outstanding evangelist in New York State during 
her time, but among the most successful within the denomination for 
any time.” 15 Her experience, however, was typical of many Adventist 
women who have made outstanding contributions to the church. She 
faced prejudice, she was treated badly by her leaders, and she (or 
others) had to defend her right to work. In 1897 a fellow New York 
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State minister, S. M. Cobb, wrote to his conference president lamenting 
the treatment of Mrs. Wightman. “She has accomplished more . . . than 
any minister in this state,” he said, “and yet the Conf. has held her off 
arms length, and refused to recognize her as a suitable person to pre¬ 
sent the truth." 16 In the end, Mrs. Wightman and her husband left the 
church, at least partly because of their unhappiness within the Adven¬ 
tist ministry. 

Lulu Wightman had shown what talented Adventist women could do 
in evangelism. Anna Knight, a resourceful young black, demonstrated 
the worth of women missionaries when she went to India in the early 
1900s. In education, Flora Williams became the first female principal 
of the denomination’s Battle Creek Academy in 1907. In medicine, Drs. 
Phoebe Lamson and Kate Lindsay made major contributions to the 
church’s health work. Lamson was the first woman doctor employed 
at the Health Reform Institute in 1866, while Lindsay initiated the 
denomination’s first school of nursing at Battle Creek Sanitarium in 
1883. 17 

By 1905 many women had advanced to church administrative posi¬ 
tions. Research conducted in selected areas indicates that in 1910 there 
were around twenty women education department leaders in all con¬ 
ferences in the United States, over fifty Sabbath School leaders, and 
almost twenty conference treasurers. By 1915, the number of women 
treasurers had dropped to less than ten, although the figures for ed¬ 
ucation and Sabbath School had increased slightly. After 1915, how¬ 
ever, the number of women in these positions began an immediate and 
inexorable decline, so that by 1950 there were no women leaders in 
either department. The same is also true of conference treasurers, al¬ 
though there was a slight increase in number between 1915 and 1920. 
By 1950, however, all woman conference treasurers had disappeared 
from view. 18 This decline can be attributed to the change in the nature 
of the denomination. After the reorganization of 1901, Adventists 
placed less emphasis on the “gifts of the spirit” and more faith in a 
highly structured bureaucracy. In this situation, women are, as many 
researchers have noted, usually deprived of administrative responsi¬ 
bility. 19 The death of Ellen White in 1915 symbolized this change and 
may also have made it easier for the church’s leaders to ignore the 
claims of female members. But the other important factor was clearly 
the domestication of the Adventist woman, which also occurred at this 
time—a development that sheds further light on the decline of women 
leaders in the twentieth century. 

It is an interesting fact that until the late nineteenth century, Ad¬ 
ventist women had heard surprisingly little about their role in the 
home. In the 1880s and 1890s, however, the church began to empha¬ 
size women's domestic duties, and the images of wife and mother were 
set before Adventist women as the ultimate in womanhood. Compared 
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with other Protestants, Adventists came to this ideal relatively late. By 
the 1830s and 1840s, “the Protestant emphasis on the domestic virtues 
had blossomed into a cult of domesticity that endowed the home 
with . . . transcendental qualities that it was a woman’s sacred mission 
to preserve.” With this was harnessed “the cult of true womanhood” 
in which women, because of “their greater moral purity,” were ideally 
placed to be “the moral inspiration of their husbands as well as the 
moral guardians of their children.” 20 

These observations, which applied to nineteenth-century Protestant¬ 
ism generally, accurately portray the dominant Adventist view of 
women as the church moved into the twentieth century. This view was, 
however, largely absent from the Adventist literature of the preceding 
fifty years. The first articles on the family to appear in the Review did 
not differentiate between the roles of men and women. They addressed 
parents equally, without devolving any special responsibilities on the 
mother. This was well illustrated in an article that appeared in January 
1851. Entitled “Duty to Our Children,” it discussed the importance of 
teaching the commandments, without singling out the role of the 
mother. Articles such as this indicate that although the importance of 
the family was recognized in Adventist circles almost immediately, the 
role of women in the home was not. 21 

There may be two explanations for this state of affairs. First, the 
dominant women’s issue in early Adventism appears to have been the 
question of speaking in church or, in Ellen White’s case, prophesying 
before the brethren. The concern with these matters may have pushed 
other concerns, such as motherhood, to the sidelines. Second, in nine¬ 
teenth-century America, the differentiation of sex roles in the family 
was accompanied by the separation of the family itself from the wider 
society. In Adventism, such differentiation may have occurred in mi¬ 
crocosm. A clear distinction between home (which was often used for 
religious meetings) and church may not have occurred until the late 
nineteenth century, when Adventism became more organized. When 
the home became clearly separated from the church women’s roles be¬ 
came clearly differentiated from those of men. 22 

What is clear is that the bulk of Ellen White’s statements on moth¬ 
erhood, which were later collected in books such as The Adventist Home, 
came in the 1890s. She referred to the mother as “the queen of her 
household” who “has in her power the molding of her children’s char¬ 
acters.” She considered “the distinctive duties of woman . . . more sa¬ 
cred, more holy, than those of man.” Ironically, the prophetess did not 
advise Adventist women to emulate her own dominant position. To 
those who looked outside the home for fulfillment, she said, “If you 
have the idea that some work greater and holier than this [homemak¬ 
ing] has been entrusted to you, you are under a deception.” 23 State- 
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ments like these had a great effect on Adventism, an effect that has 
persisted to the present day. It is no wonder that women disappeared 
from church administration. The domestic ideal changed Adventist 
women from church leaders into homemakers. Mrs. White’s views also 
started a preoccupation with the correct attitudes a woman should ex¬ 
hibit in the domestic sphere. Much less attention was devoted to the 
family attitudes of men. The Adventist Home exemplifies this. When the 
book came out in 1952, forty-five pages were devoted to motherhood, 
against seventeen to fatherhood. 

But there was another side_to_Ell£n White’s writings on women. She 
warned about the enslaving tendencies of housework and child bearing. 
She felt that the mother’s individuality and independence were im¬ 
portant and argued for equality between the wife and her husband. 
She also stressed that women, even in their domestic situation, should 
develop their minds. 2,1 The emphasis on a woman’s individuality and 
independence in the family was, according to feminist historians, one 
of the first steps in the development of feminist consciousness. 25 For 
example, the American feminist Margaret Fuller argued in 1843 for 
the equality and independence of women in the home. She spoke out 
against the drudgery of housework and emphasized the need for 
housewives to expand their capacities. 26 Eventually, of course, the home 
would become the enemy of the radical feminists. But in the nineteenth 
century, feminists were much more concerned with obtaining equality 
and respect in the home. In making statements of this kind, Mrs. White 
reflected the thought of early American feminists like Fuller. And it 
was that aspect of Mrs. White’s writings to which some Adventist 
women appealed when a feminist movement emerged in the church in 
the 1970s. 27 

In the meantime, the church did little to foster the kind of personal 
development for women that Ellen White had encouraged. One ex¬ 
ception was the formation of a women’s organization at the General 
Conference in 19371 possibly the first recorded instance of Adventist 
women joining together. Formed by women office staff, the organi¬ 
zation had as its objectives the fostering of friendly relations among 
women, the development of well-balanced lives, and the promotion of 
agreed-upon projects. The women called the organization “Keepers of 
the Keys,” put out a monthly eight-page mimeographed paper called 
Key Note, and elected officers for one-year terms. An effusive article 
about Keepers of the Keys appeared in the Review on March 21, 1940, 
which provides an insight into the interests of Adventist women work¬ 
ers in this period. Keepers of the Keys encouraged hobbies, organized 
educational tours, conducted welfare work, and sponsored outdoor ac¬ 
tivities. The organization also appointed special sponsors who kept 
members informed about such things as the latest “worthwhile” books 
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and musical entertainment in Washington, D.C. Most of these en¬ 
deavors were recorded in Key Note, which also provided news of its 
members and the activities of General Conference departments. 2H 

However “the cult of true womanhood” was by this time firmly es¬ 
tablished. The process was aided by able propagandists such as Mrs. 
Sarepta Myrenda Irish Henry, a late convert to Adventism who had 
previously established a national reputation in America as a temperance 
campaigner. In the latter years of the nineteenth century, she spoke 
in various parts of the United States and Canada about the importance 
of women in the home. 29 Mrs. Henry’s work was backed up by articles 
in Adventist publications. One article that appeared in the Review in 
1902 reflects the concentration on domestic duties. In discussing “the 
model woman," the writer left little doubt that women were to serve 
at the convenience of men. He believed that “nothing cools the most 
ardent love of a new husband sooner than cold or indifferently or 
insufficiently cooked victuals” and that even “the most doting father 
soon tires of the sweetest baby when all his spare time is spent nursing 
it.” He also wrote that “none but bachelors enjoy sewing buttons on 
outer garments, or using safety pins for want of buttons on nether 
underwear.” 30 

As well as placing emphasis on women’s family responsibilities, Mrs. 
White also wrote about female sexuality. She did not have a high opin¬ 
ion of women in this regard, tending to see them as sexual temptresses: 
“Women are too often tempters. On one pretence or another they en¬ 
gage the attention of men . . . and lead them on till they transgress the 
law of God.” She had a particular distaste for “forward misses and bold, 
forward women who have a faculty of insinuating themselves into no¬ 
tice, putting themselves in the company of young men, courting the 
attentions” and “inviting flirtations from married or unmarried men.” 
Largely because of this, Ellen White advised: “Our sisters should en¬ 
courage true meekness; they should not be forward, talkative and bold, 
but modest and unassuming, slow to speak.” 31 These general principles 
were expounded by other writers in Adventist publications. From time 
to time, articles appeared in which “immodest dress” was deplored and 
the preoccupation with fashion and looks was dismissed. In later years, 
articles discussed “outward adorning” in terms that encouraged a cer¬ 
tain amount of attractiveness, but even in such cases, modesty and sim¬ 
plicity were still the major concerns. 32 

On the whole, Adventist women have been encouraged to cultivate 
modesty, keeping their sexuality in check. However, the church’s atti¬ 
tude on this has not been straightforward. From a study of the use ol 
women in Adventist advertising, a rather different picture emerges. 
Women have always been used in the marketing of Adventist products, 
probably more so than men. Part of the reason for this is that many 
of the products advertised in Adventist publications are aimed at the 
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home. Church enterprises have obviously seen women as the natural 
promoters of such merchandise. Thus, images of women advertising 
cookery books and food products, or women with children advertising 
story books, abound. When products are not of this nature, however, 
women still seem to be the preferred sex. To take one example, in 
1940 the Review ran four advertisements for the Youth’s Instructor, an 
early Adventist young people’s journal. Of these, three advertisements 
used women—two bright young girls and an older lady who contrib¬ 
uted to the journal. The other advertisement used a man, but his image 
was a simple line drawing, unlike the women, who were photographed. 
The women appeared to have been employed to add to the appeal of 
the product. 33 

A still more striking example of this tactic is provided by the 1970 
advertisement that appeared in the Review for the Seventh-day Adventist 
Bible Commentary Reference Series. The advertisement was headlined 
“spectacular offers” and displayed a large photograph of a girl. Un¬ 
derneath the young woman was a much smaller illustration of the Bible 
series. The “spectacular offers” referred to are actually for the ten- 
volume work, but the reader might easily imagine that it is the girl 
herself who is an offer. 34 The display of women in this fashion is at 
odds with the advice in Adventist literature, which encourages women 
to be modest and discreet. Ellen White’s condemnation of “bold, for¬ 
ward women who have a faculty of insinuating themselves into notice” 
fits ill with an advertising strategy that uses images of women to attract 
male attention. 35 

The discrepancy between the advice given in books and articles and 
the images in advertising is one aspect of the church’s ambivalence 
toward women. The discrepancy between the church’s statements of its 
regard for women and its treatment of them represented another. In 
1971 Robert H. Pierson, General Conference president, called for 
equality of treatment of men and women in the church. He promised 
the church would recognize a woman’s eligibility to participate in “the 
many areas in which she is equipped to serve.” He also stressed that 
the church must deal justly with a woman, “assuring her compensation 
in keeping with the responsibilities she carries.” It was Pierson’s desire 
that “our sisters join their brethren in developing the fullest potential 
of their talent for a finished work.” 36 

Pierson’s assurance that women would receive equitable compensa¬ 
tion was soon put to the test, for the church did not, in practice, rec¬ 
ognize a woman’s right to equal remuneration. As a result of this, the 
church fought several equal pay lawsuits in the 1970s. The most cel¬ 
ebrated was against Merikay Silver, a young editorial assistant at the 
Pacific Press. In May 1972, she had approached the manager of the 
press, Leonard Bohner, to ask for the same salary and benefits as a 
male colleague. The key problem was that her husband, Kim, had re- 
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cently been laid off and had decided to go to college. This made her 
the breadwinner—an unusual situation in an Adventist family but a 
sign of the changing times. If Mrs. Silver had been a man, she would 
have had no difficulty in securing a special “head-of-household” allow¬ 
ance that was given to the family’s breadwinner because of his added 
responsibilities. Her entitlement to the head-of-household benefit was 
the key element of her request. Bohner’s reply, as Mrs. Silver recounted 
it, revealed that in his mind the justification for unequal pay was based 
on what he considered to be the proper sex roles: ‘Times may be 
changing,” he said, “but the husband is still head of the house. He 
should be supporting you. You should be the one going to college. . . . 
Kim is supposed to be bringing home the bread. If you two decide that 
he’ll return to school, why should we then have to raise your salary?”” 

Mrs. Silver’s request was refused, and in January 1973, she filed a 
class action suit charging the Pacific Press with violating the sex dis¬ 
crimination provisions of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. In August 1977, 
the government’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
filed a similar suit on behalf of Lorna Tobler, another Pacific Press 
employee whose help and support had been crucial to Mrs. Silver. Mrs. 
Silver’s own action ended in a $60,000 out-of-court settlement in April 
1978, but using the evidence from her case, the EEOC filed a class 
action suit against the press a month later. The final phases of a pro¬ 
longed legal struggle came in December 1982, when the Pacific Press 
was ordered to pay Lorna Tobler $77,000 in lost pay and benefits, and 
in October 1983, when the press was ordered to pay over $600,000 in 
compensation to its women workers. 38 

In her book Betrayal, Mrs. Silver revealed that her campaign for equal 
pay was conducted against a background of intimidation from church 
officials and bitter opposition from fellow Pacific Press workers, many 
of them women. She paid a high personal price for her stand, as she 
eventually lost her job, her husband, and her church. But she won a 
major victory for Adventist women, whether they supported her or not. 
As Leona Running, an Andrews University professor, said: “Countless 
women employees are . . . grateful to Merikay for the size of their pay- 
checks. Her courage and persistence have won benefits not only for 
her but for innumerable others.” 3 ” 

The other focus of dispute between women and the authorities of 
the church came over the question of the areas in which women were 
“equipped to serve.” Ordination to the ministry was not open to 
women. Indeed, unlike their nineteenth-century counterparts, it was 
difficult for women to function in any kind of ministerial capacity. 
There was little opportunity for women to advance to leadership po¬ 
sitions in the church, even though it was clear that women members 
outnumbered men by a large margin. 40 Pierson seems to have made 
his 1971 statement with one eye on the outside world. He noted that 



WOMEN / 189 


“some women seek to assure the deference and privileges they feel are 
due them by organizing, by demanding, by protesting.” He implied that 
behavior of this kind was inappropriate in Adventism, where “conse¬ 
crated women . . . assure deference, privilege, and honor by . . . com¬ 
mitted service,” and by “compelling Christian character.”' 11 

The women’s movement to which Pierson alluded had been under¬ 
way since the early 1960s. Its origins are usually traced to the publi¬ 
cation of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963, a celebrated 
attack on the idea of women in the home. The movement spawned by 
books like Friedan’s had many sides. Of particular interest to Adventist 
women—despite the wishes of leaders like Pierson—were the general 
principles of equal rights and the feasibility of entering previously 
male-dominated occupations. Largely as a result of the women’s move¬ 
ment, the number of women in occupations such as law, medicine, and 
church ministry rose rapidly between i960 and 1980. The number of 
women clergy in all religious bodies in the United States nearly tripled 
in this period, growing from 4,272 to 11,130. 42 Adventist women such 
as Josephine Benton and Jan Daffern, who in the 1970s were among 
the church’s first female ministers for several generations, were both 
influenced and encouraged by these developments. They did not re¬ 
gard themselves as radicals, but as Jan Daffern recalled; “The feminist 
movement helped me to decide the ministry was possible.” 43 

Evidence that the women’s movement was affecting Adventist women 
came, in fact, in the very year that Pierson made his statement. Brenda 
Butka, a graduate student at the University of Michigan, openly sup¬ 
ported the general principles of women’s liberation in an article in Spec¬ 
trum . 44 A year later in another Spectrum article, Leona Running revealed 
that Adventist women were reading and were being influenced by a 
great variety of feminist literature. 45 There were some practical devel¬ 
opments accompanying this growing consciousness. In August 1973, 
Dr. Josephine Benton became the first Adventist woman minister in 
many years when she was appointed an associate pastor of Sligo 
Church, one of the largest Adventist congregations in Takoma Park, 
Maryland. The question of women in ministry was clearly back on the 
Adventist agenda, and a month after Dr. Benton’s appointment, a 
General Conference committee met at Camp Mohaven, Ohio, to discuss 
this problem and the whole question of women in the church. 

The meeting, which took place from September 16—29, 1973, was a 
high point for Adventist women of feminist persuasion. Several papers 
were presented that removed many of the theological cornerstones of 
male superiority and emphasized the equality of women with men. At 
around the same time, most of the church’s leading theologians were 
unable to find any theological objections to the principle of ordaining 
women. Sakae Kubo argued, “It is only tradition and custom, not our 
doctrines . . . that have kept us from ordaining women to the minis- 
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try.” 4 " In its recommendations, the Camp Mohaven committee sug¬ 
gested a plan leading to ordination and urged greater participation of 
women in the leadership of the church. At the 1973 Annual Council, 
the committee’s report was received. It was recommended that the re¬ 
port and selected papers be studied by General Conference divisions. 
The next year the divisions reported. There was no consensus on the 
ordination of women, and the Annual Council recommended “no move 
be made in the direction of ordaining women to the gospel ministry.” 47 
For the second time, Adventist women were denied ordination. But 
unlike the situation in 1881 when the reasons why the church did not 
proceed were shrouded in mystery, it was easy to see on this occasion 
why the church did not do so. In referring the issue to the divisions, 
church leaders made the ordination of women impossible unless the 
worldwide church unanimously agreed on it. With so many different 
cultural traditions involved, the chances of such agreement were vir¬ 
tually nil. 

Ordination might be impossible, but women ministers continued to 
play a more significant role in the life of the church. In practice, 
women were easily accepted, once initial hostilities had been overcome. 
For example, a poll of the Sligo membership in 1975 indicated that 
Dr. Benton was being favorably received as a minister. Church mem¬ 
bers were asked if she had done a poorer job than the men on the 
staff. The majority of respondents, 62 percent, said no, and on the 
whole comments were favorable. 48 Jan Daffern, who succeeded Dr. 
Benton at Sligo in 1980, was of the opinion that when church members 
actually encountered a female minister, their attitudes tended to 
change. She recalled an experience as a theology student when she 
worked in a local church. The church elder made it clear that he would 
not appear on the platform if she did. He changed his mind, however, 
once he got to know her. 4 " Experiences such as Daffern’s confirm the 
evidence of studies conducted in the early 1980s on the impact of 
women ministers on lay attitudes. The results indicated that individual 
parishioners’ and lay leaders’ negative attitudes toward women pastors 
changed after the experience of having a female minister/'" Jan Daf fern 
also found attitudes at the Adventist seminary at Andrews University 
in need of modification. Daffern went to the Adventist seminary in 
1978 with four other women. She found a world unaccustomed to deal¬ 
ing with women. Students interrogated her almost daily, and she felt 
intimidated by some of the teachers. She remembered one saying con¬ 
descendingly in class; "If Jan can pass this test, anyone can pass it.” 
Such attitudes, Daffern recalled, changed very slowly. 51 

The struggles of the 1970s made it clear to some Adventist women 
that a stronger organization was needed to represent women’s interests 
in the church. In the early ig8os, the Association of Adventist Women 
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(AAW) came into being. In many respects, the AAW was similar to the 
Keepers of the Keys organization of the late 1930s and 1940s. Then, 
Adventist women had felt the need to unite their interests and to pro¬ 
mote their self-development. It was the same with the AAW. The major 
difference, however, was that the AAW was dedicated to equal oppor¬ 
tunities for women in the church. The organization also assumed the 
role of a pressure group. Through its bimonthly newspaper, The Ad¬ 
ventist Woman, and through its annual national conferences, the AAW 
kept women’s issues high on the church’s agenda. 52 Yet, the ordination 
of women was rejected once again after a special church commission 
in 1985. Members of the AAW found it difficult to convince other 
Adventist women of the justice of their cause. A church poll conducted 
in preparation for the 1985 commission indicated that more women 
than men opposed ordination. 53 A year earlier, an anonymous group 
of conservative women reacted to the general ideology of the AAW, 
claiming that “the majority of women in the church are fulfilled and 
silent over the role of women issue.” 5,1 Sometimes The Adventist Woman 
also printed individual letters of dissent. In one issue, a woman cor¬ 
respondent wanted to know why Adventist women felt the need to 
“praise and honor” themselves. She felt that in pursuing equality, Ad¬ 
ventist women were following “the Satanic feminist movement.” 55 

In some respects, such sentiments were unsurprising. If feminism is 
perceived as an attempt by women to gain attention and to assert them¬ 
selves, it obviously appears to run counter to the Adventist ethic of self- 
effacement and passivity. For Adventists of both sexes, virtue has been 
associated with traditionally feminine attributes. Resistance to the 
women’s movement within Adventism may thus derive not just from 
the feeling that women should not usurp male roles but also from the 
belief that male roles are, in themselves, less than desirable. The male- 
dominated hierarchy of the church was, after all, originally permitted 
only as a necessary evil. Adventism is itself a women’s movement, for 
its takes its inspiration from a woman, is composed chiefly of women, 
and espouses “feminine” values. As such, it is more difficult for men 
to find an appropriate role. Being denied traditional forms of male 
expression, such as self-assertion, violence, and intemperance, Adven¬ 
tist men have concentrated their energies on the few channels open to 
them—notably the creation and perpetuation of bureaucratic and in¬ 
stitutional structures. If women were permitted to participate fully in 
these areas, men might find there was almost no scope for them to 
play machismo roles within an Adventist context. 

The conflict between the sexes in Adventism may also be perceived 
in a wider setting, as expressing the tension between two elements in 
the Adventist response to America. Adventism has both inverted the 
ideology of American civil religion and replicated American institu- 
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dons. The first phase of this response involved the creation of a "fem¬ 
inine” ethic of self-restraint; the second allowed men to create struc¬ 
tures in which to act out dominant roles. The paradoxical nature of 
the position of women within Adventism may thus be a reflection of 
the ambiguities inherent in Adventism itself. 



CHAPTER 15 


Blacks 


Adventists have not generally been associated with dominant sexual or 
social groups, but with regard to race, the position has been different. 
Members of the church have predominantly been drawn from, and 
have identified with, the dominant ethnic grouping in American so¬ 
ciety—that of white Anglo-Saxons. Because of this, the black experi¬ 
ence in Adventism has few peculiarities; rather, it follows the pattern 
of development in race relations in the nation as a whole and as such 
provides a good example of the Adventist tendency to replicate im¬ 
portant aspects of the American experience. 

If the American revolution can be interpreted in racial terms then 
it can be viewed, as the sociologist Van den Berghe wrote, as “a move¬ 
ment of political emancipation by a section of. . . white settlers against 
control from England.” 1 Certainly, the subjugation of the native In¬ 
dians and the persistence of slavery indicated that the white revolu¬ 
tionaries did not believe the principles of liberty applied equally to all 
men. Because of this, the problem of race has been, perhaps, the dark¬ 
est blot on the American dream. Like the founding fathers, the Ad¬ 
ventist pioneers were white. It is true that some blacks were connected 
with the Millerite movement. The black preachers Charles Bowles and 
John W. Lewis made notable contributions, and another black Millerite 
William E. Foy had visions in 1842 that were similar to those Ellen 
White later experienced. 2 But the Adventism that emerged after the 
Great Disappointment was essentially an all-white movement that em¬ 
bodied the prejudiced attitudes and experienced the racial problems 
of America as a whole. 

This contrasted with the racial attitudes generally associated with the 
Millerite movement. Miller himself favored abolitionism, as did many 
of his associates until their reformist zeal was sapped by the expectation 
of the Second Advent. 3 Furthermore, some of the individuals who were 
to play important roles in the Seventh-day Adventist church were keen 
advocates of reform. Joseph Bates participated in the antislavery so¬ 
cieties of the 1830s, and John Byington (the first president) and John 
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P. Kellogg (the father of John Harvey) are said to have offered their 
homes as stations on the Underground Railroad, which was set up to 
help fleeing slaves.' 

It is significant, however, that individuals generally engaged in these 
activities either before they became Adventists or before the Adventist 
church became an identifiable unit. In the years after the (beat Dis¬ 
appointment, racial attitudes amongst the Sabbath keepers underwent 
a subtle change. Race ceased to be an issue of social reform and became 
instead means of demonstrating American hypocrisy. In 1851 J. N. 
Andrews seized on the racist policies of the United States in order to 
prove his point about the lamblike beast. 5 Similarly, James White, in 
his notorious “Nation” editorial of 1862, linked the practice of slavery 
to the eschatological damnation of the nation: “For the past ten years 
the Review has taught that the United States of America were a subject 
of prophecy, and that slavery is pointed out in the prophetic word as 
the darkest and most damning sin upon this nation. It has taught that 
Heaven has wrath in store for the nation which it would drink to the 
very dregs, as due punishment for the sin of slavery.”" To early Ad¬ 
ventists, race was largely an abstract concept that had more to do with 
proving their eschatological understanding than with effecting social 
reform. This may be one reason why, despite their stated abhorrence 
of slavery, Adventists gave less-than-wholehearted support to the ab¬ 
olitionist cause during the American Civil War. 7 

The Adventist pioneers had very little personal contact with black 
people. It was not until the 1870s, when their evangelistic endeavors 
brought them into the South, that Adventists encountered blacks in 
significant numbers. They did not, however, set out to evangelize the 
black communities. Rather, it was blacks who found the church after 
turning up at Adventist meetings without being directly invited. At 
these meetings. Adventist ministers discovered the pattern of segre¬ 
gation existing in the South and to which, as northerners, they had 
never really been exposed. The blacks who came sat in a separate par¬ 
tition or outside the meeting halls. Elbert B. Lane, the first Adventist 
minister in the South, reported holding meetings in a Tennessee depot 
building with “white people occupying one room, and the colored the 
other.” 8 This self-segregation apparently took some Adventist workers 
by surprise. In 1876 Dudley M. Canright described a meeting he held 
near Dallas, Texas. People “came from every direction,” he wrote in 
the Review, “afoot, on horseback . . . with wagons, men, women and 
children both white and black.” But then he saw “something new—the 
whites all seated inside the house and the colored people all outside— 
an invariable custom through the South.” 9 There is no indication at 
this stage that Adventists endorsed these practices, although they did 
accept them as part of life in the region. The reports of Lane and 
Canright do show, however, that Adventists first saw blacks in the 
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movement separated from whites or on the back seats outside the 
church. It was an appropriate beginning to Adventist dealings in race 
relations, for from that time to the present day, Adventists have never 
relinquished the idea that good relations between the races are best 
served by some kind of segregationist policy. 

Racial segregation, which is still a marked feature of Adventism in 
the United States, was prompted first by expediency, then by choice. 
It was felt that blacks could not be reached without alienating whites 
unless mission work was divided along racial lines. Canright was one 
of the first to advocate this. He argued in 1876 that evangelism among 
the freedmen had to be a distinct mission. “A man cannot labor for 
them and for the whites too, as the white would not associate with him 
if he did,” he wrote in the Review. “There is no objection to laboring 
for them and teaching them, but it must be separately.” 10 This policy 
was adopted by other Adventist workers, including Edson White, the 
son of Mrs. White, who sailed down the Mississippi River in the 1890s 
in the riverboat The Morning Star. White went specifically to evangelize 
the black communities and took great care not to antagonize whites in 
doing so. 11 

Prejudiced attitudes thus dictated the Adventist approach to race re¬ 
lations. But soon, Adventism itself began to reflect the racial divide in 
America. In 1886 the first all-black Adventist church was established 
in Edgefield, Tennessee. It was followed by another in Louisville, Ken¬ 
tucky, in 1890. In 1895 Oakwood College was started for young Ad¬ 
ventist blacks in Huntsville, Alabama. All these institutional develop¬ 
ments were perfectly in tune with a nation whose black and white 
populations were becoming increasingly isolated. 111 When Jim Crow seg¬ 
regation became entrenched in the early 1900s, the Adventist version 
of it was already firmly in place. 

There had, however, been a debate within Adventism about the pro¬ 
priety of this kind of racial segregation. Not all Adventists agreed with 
it, just as not all Americans—even in the South—accepted a policy of 
outright segregation before 1900. 13 The liberal John Harvey Kellogg 
did not subscribe to the principle of the “color line” and supported 
other Adventists who defied it. Kellogg’s stand upset Edson White, who 
in 1899 wrote to his mother about the doctor’s attitude. White felt that 
Kellogg and others who wanted to defy segregation would “close up 
the field” if their ideas gained any credence. 11 His mother, however, 
had more ambivalent feelings. In the 1890s she urged the integration 
of the Adventist church and told white Adventists they had no right 
to exclude blacks from their places of worship. 15 She argued that men 
who believed the separation of the races to be the best way of meeting 
the prejudice of white people “have not had the spirit of Christ.” 16 But 
in 1908 in a pamphlet called Proclaiming the Truth Where There Is Race 
Antagonism, Mrs. White bowed to the white racism she had earlier tried 
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to resist. “Among the white people in many places, there exists a strong 
prejudice against the colored race. We may desire to ignore this prej¬ 
udice, but we cannot do it. If we were to act as if this prejudice did 
not exist, we could not get the light before the white people,” she wrote. 
The prophetess argued for separate white and black churches “in order 
that the work for the white people may be carried on without serious 
hindrance.” 17 And it was this view that determined Adventist policy as 
the church moved into the new century. 

Before considering how Adventist race relations developed in the 
twentieth century, it is worth examining another interpretation of the 
church’s early record on race. Within Adventism perhaps the most in¬ 
fluential view is that set out in 1970 by Roy Branson in three Review 
articles. In the first, he argues that the Adventist pioneers were in the 
vanguard of the abolitionist movement and that they took positions that 
were, for the time, quite liberal. But the evidence cited is based largely 
on the antislavery activities of Bates, Byington, and J. P. Kellogg, even 
though the sources indicate that they cut their ties with the abolitionist 
movement once they became involved with the Adventist community. 
These pioneers may have had an active pre-Adventist commitment to 
abolition, but to transpose that commitment to Adventism itself is to 
exaggerate the church’s interest in social reform. 18 Bates, for example, 
abandoned his career as a social reformer even before the Great Dis¬ 
appointment of 1844. 19 Evidence also suggests that even the early an¬ 
tislavery activity was not all that it has been claimed to be. Byington, 
for example, may never have used his home as a station on the Un¬ 
derground Railroad. 20 

In further support of his thesis, Branson cites a statement by Mrs. 
White in which she instructed church members to disobey the 1850 
Fugitive Slave Act that required American citizens to deliver fleeing 
slaves to their masters. 21 Considerable doubt arises as to whether Ad¬ 
ventists were in any way ahead of other abolitionists on this question. 
The law was inspired by Southern congressmen and its enactment 
united Northerners against it. Even people who previously had not 
shown much interest in the plight of the slave condemned the act. The 
law was generally regarded as another unwelcome attempt by the 
Southern states to control the affairs of the entire nation. The Fugitive 
Slave Act was therefore greeted immediately with widespread protests, 
public disavowals, and flagrant disregard. In one or two instances, in¬ 
dividuals tried under the act were spectacularly acquitted by the courts. 
Thus Mrs. White brought the church into harmony with mainstream 
Northern opinion. Indeed, the prophetess, who made her statement in 
1859, nine years after the law was enacted, took her time in protesting 
against what among her neighbors had long been regarded as an un¬ 
justifiable act. 22 

The point is not that Adventists were silent on racial issues; they were 
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indeed quite vocal. But their readiness to speak out was motivated by 
their particular view of the end of the world, rather than by their desire 
to liberate Afro-Americans. Branson himself comes close to recognizing 
this. In his second article (devoted to the subject of slavery and proph¬ 
ecy) he notes: “Both Uriah Smith and James White related slavery to 
prophecy. . . . Oppression of blacks in America was more significant 
evidence that the beast in Revelation 13 was the United States.” Indeed, 
as Branson continued: “Far from being a purely secular concern, Ad¬ 
ventists thought race relations were intimately involved with a proper 
understanding of prophecy and last-day events.” These judgments 
would seem to support the view presented earlier in this chapter that 
the early Adventists saw the question of race primarily as a stick with 
which to beat the American beast. 23 

The third article in Branson’s series attempts to explain Mrs. White’s 
early twentieth-century statements advocating separate white and black 
churches. He argues that the prophetess’s views reflected a worsening 
of the nation’s race relations in the 1890s. The realities of white prej¬ 
udice forced Mrs. White to reconsider her stand. 24 While this expla¬ 
nation is plausible, it would be a mistake to imply that the advocacy of 
racial segregation was unrepresentative of the Adventist tradition. In 
an Adventist context Mrs. White’s statements were not particularly 
anomalous. For a time she may have attempted to maintain a liberal 
position, but when in igo8 she finally advised segregation, she was 
merely repeating the ideas Canright advanced in 1876. Moreover, the 
priority she gave to evangelizing white people indicated that Adven¬ 
tism, in racial terms, had changed little during the intervening years. 
It was still a white movement, with a mission to a white America, and 
blacks were not allowed to jeopardize the evangelistic objective of the 
denomination. 

But what began as an evangelistic expedient eventually became the 
denomination’s preferred method of dealing with the races, especially 
as the black membership grew. Between 1894 and 1918, the number 
of black Adventists increased from 50 to 3,500. 23 As more blacks came 
in, the pattern of institutional segregation became more entrenched. 
In 1927 a Scottish Adventist, Mrs. Nellie Druillard, established River¬ 
side Sanitarium in Nashville, Tennessee, specifically for blacks. This 
was followed in 1934 by the founding of the black magazine Message, 
which has since been the voice of black Adventism as well as a major 
tool for evangelizing American Negroes. The most important institu¬ 
tional development, however, was the formation of black regional con¬ 
ferences in 1944. The black Adventist population then stood at nearly 
18,000, approximately 8.5 percent of the Adventist membership in 
America at that time. 26 At the behest of black leaders, the General Con¬ 
ference created conference structures solely for the black churches. 
Eight of these have so far been formed around the country. The black 
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conferences, although administered by blacks for blacks, bear the same 
relationship to the union administration as other Adventist confer¬ 
ences. 27 

The formation of regional conferences cemented the principle of 
separate development, which had been implicit from the moment 
blacks first turned up at Adventist gatherings. In some ways, the events 
of 1944 put into practice the Supreme Court decision of 1896, which 
saw the two races, at least in theory, as “separate but equal.” Given the 
racial climate in the nation as a whole, it might be thought that the 
development of black Adventist conferences was inevitable. But this is 
not necessarily true. Adventists shared the problem of blacks with other 
American sects. The Jehovah’s Witnesses, however, showed a markedly 
greater capacity for racial integration than did the Adventists. 28 The 
Mormons, on the other hand, unashamedly held to a doctrine of white 
supremacy, barring blacks from the priesthood and avoiding contact 
with them. 29 It was Adventism that most closely followed national 
trends in that it accepted blacks into its community but adopted seg¬ 
regationist policies. 

The Adventist church also harbored a great deal of prejudice. Re¬ 
gional conferences had been created in the shadow of a notorious in¬ 
cident of racial discrimination. In 1944 the Adventist Washington San¬ 
itarium refused to treat a black woman after she had fallen ill while 
visiting the capital. Mrs. Lucy Byard, an Adventist from New York, was 
then rushed to another hospital in the city. But the delay was fatal. 
Mrs. Byard died of pneumonia before she could be properly treated. 
Faced by an outraged constituency, the church’s black lay and admin¬ 
istrative leadership started the campaign that resulted in the formation 
of black conferences. 30 

The policy of not treating blacks in the church’s hospitals was only 
one aspect of Adventist discrimination. Blacks were barred from Ad¬ 
ventist schools and, despite their growing numbers and increasing ed¬ 
ucation, were denied equal opportunities within the general church 
body. These practices put black Adventists in a dilemma. Should they 
remain within an organization they otherwise felt to be right? Or 
should they leave a church whose racial policies were, to them, un- 
Christian? Many stayed. But some, like John M. Ragland, found racial 
discrimination too much to take, and left. Others like J. K. Humphrey 
were expelled for pursuing what they considered to be a better deal 
for the church’s blacks. 

The case of John Ragland is probably typical of many black Adven¬ 
tists in the first half of the twentieth century. The son of Virginian 
slaves, Ragland’s problems began when he fell foul of the church's dis¬ 
like of interracial marriages. At the denomination’s Emmanuel Mis¬ 
sionary College during 1908—g, he had what he described as “a running 
love affair” with a white woman named Ester Pearce. 31 In the face of 



BLACKS / 199 


opposition from school officials and Ester’s brother (although not ap¬ 
parently from her father), the couple managed to maintain the rela¬ 
tionship. However, one day Ragland was called into the president’s of¬ 
fice and was told he could not marry a white woman. “That night,” 
he recalled, “I got up at one o’clock and left the dormitory and walked 
through the fields to the banks of the St. Joe River, just outside the 
little town of Berrien Springs, to commit suicide.” 32 He contemplated 
his future for an hour before deciding not to jump into the water. Not 
long afterward, the college sent Ragland to work at the Review and 
Herald publishing house in Washington, which apparently ended his 
relationship with Miss Pearce. 

The final straw, however, was the situation at Battle Creek Sanitar¬ 
ium, where Ragland went to work a few years later. He recalled that 
black and white workers were not allowed to eat together. This so in¬ 
sulted him that he decided not only to leave the Adventist church but 
to leave America altogether. The sanitarium was not at this time an 
Adventist institution, as Kellogg had maintained control after he left 
the denomination in 1907. However, in Ragland’s mind the sanitarium 
was still associated with the denomination. Ragland was ninety-three 
when he related his story, so it is possible that his memory was faulty. 
But if the sanitarium he described was Kellogg’s rather than the 
church’s institution, then Ragland’s experience there would cast some 
doubt on Kellogg’s liberal reputation. It suggests that even Kellogg 
eventually allowed segregationist practices at his institutions. 

Ragland moved to Canada but soon returned to Detroit, where he 
began a successful career as a public official, playing an important part 
in advancing the cause of blacks in different parts of the country. In 
the 1920s, as industrial secretary of the Louisville Urban League, he 
organized what he claimed was the first public housing program for 
blacks in the United States and saw the first Negroes onto the local 
police force—apparently, the first south of the Mason-Dixon line. In 
1940 he became a racial consultant for Ohio’s social security depart¬ 
ment, and in 1949 he received thirty-two lines in Who's Who in America. 
After a long period of estrangement, he returned to the Adventist 
church in the late ig6os, vowing never to leave the denomination again 
over the issue of race. 33 

In the end, John Ragland satisfactorily bridged the gap between his 
deep personal anguish and his belief in the church. J. K. Humphrey 
was not as lucky. Humphrey was a black Baptist minister who became 
an Adventist in 1902. He was a man of considerable gifts and was 
chosen to lead a newly formed black group in New York shortly after 
his conversion. Later, he founded the First Harlem Seventh-day Ad¬ 
ventist Church, which grew rapidly under his leadership. The church, 
whose membership reached 600 in 1920, spawned the Second Harlem 
Church in 1924. It was in the ig20s that Humphrey became increas- 
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ingly concerned with the status of blacks in the Adventist church. 
Everywhere he looked, he saw discrimination: in the church’s schools, 
hospitals, sanitariums, and conferences. No doubt Humphrey’s vision 
was affected by the stirring events that were then occurring on his 
doorstep. Harlem in the 1920s was an exciting place to be black. Marcus 
Garvey’s black nationalist movement was in full swing. Humphrey, like 
Garvey, was a Jamaican, but his own solution to the problem of un¬ 
yielding racism was the organization of black conferences. Along with 
several other black leaders, Humphrey canvassed this idea at the de¬ 
nomination’s Spring Council meeting in 1929. The General Conference 
responded by setting up a commission to study the proposal. 

Humphrey left the Spring Council convinced—rightly as it turned 
out—that the General Conference had no intention of accepting the 
black leadership’s wishes. He therefore started work on a secret com¬ 
munitarian project. He called it Utopia Park. It would be situated just 
outside New York City and would consist of an orphanage, an old 
people’s home, a training school, an industrial area, and health care 
facilities. If blacks could not go back to Africa as Garvey advocated, at 
least they could retreat to Utopia Park, “the fortune spot of America 
for colored people," as Humphrey billed it. The Adventist pastor em¬ 
phasized that the park would not be just for Adventists but would be 
open to all blacks in the United States. 

Inevitably, word of Humphrey’s plans leaked out to his conference 
superiors. Alarmed at Humphrey’s secret project, they decided to de¬ 
frock him. They had, however, to reckon with the first Harlem 
Church. When their decision was put to the congregation on November 
2, 1929, members closed ranks behind Humphrey and denounced con¬ 
ference leaders for their actions. At one point, the meeting became so 
heated that only Humphrey’s intervention prevented a full-scale riot 
from developing. Church officials had no option but to disfellowship 
the church as well. The church reformed under the name United Sab¬ 
bath-Day Adventist Church. In the black press, Humphrey and his 
members were viewed as part of the black man’s struggle against white 
oppression. The United Sabbath-Day Adventist Church exists today, 
but the dream of Utopia Park eventually foundered on legal and fi¬ 
nancial difficulties. In retrospect, Humphrey’s mistake seems only to 
have been his premature support for black conferences. He was ahead 
of his time in his efforts to combat racial discrimination. 11 

The extent of that discrimination pervaded even the General Con¬ 
ference. W. H. Green, who became the first black head of the denom¬ 
ination’s Negro department in 1918, and his successors, C. E. Peters 
and F. L. Peterson, all came up against the color line that operated at 
church headquarters. Calvin E. Moseley, who became the fourth black 
to head the Negro department in 1953, recalled the situation when he 
arrived: 
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It was very uncomfortable from the very first. There were a number of south¬ 
ern white people in high positions in the General Conference at the time and 
they brought their prejudices with them. 1 could not eat in the General Con¬ 
ference cafeteria with everyone else. Some whites would not even greet you 
when they saw you in the morning. When they saw you coming, they would 
look at you, look by you—there would be no greeting at all. This was largely 
on the part of the womenfolk, but once in while the men would do it too. 45 

What accounted for all this prejudice? It was certainly true, as Moseley 
suggests, that many Adventists simply imbibed the deep-seated atti¬ 
tudes of the times. But there were also some specific characteristics of 
the church that made Adventists susceptible to prejudiced behavior. It 
is quite likely that the desire to remain aloof from social problems may 
have made the church rather insensitive to the issue of race. 36 The 
policy on church and state also made white Adventists reluctant to 
speak out on racial injustice. The question of race was subordinated to 
what they considered to be the greater good of the church. Adventist 
leaders believed it was to their advantage to accept the racial policies 
that existed in America and later to adopt them for their own use. As 
the Adventist A. W. Spalding explained in an unpublished history of 
the black work: “Injustice and oppression are repugnant to the Chris¬ 
tian; pride and disdain are foreign to his heart; but his Christian ex¬ 
perience should not therefore lead him to start a crusade against cus¬ 
toms which do not interfere with the Christian’s duty.” 37 

As a result of this attitude, the church did not openly support the 
principle of black equality. Rather, as Abraham Lincoln had done dur¬ 
ing his senatorial debates with Stephen Douglas in 1858, Adventists 
denied that blacks were equal to whites for fear of becoming unpop¬ 
ular. 38 During his mission down the Mississippi River, Edson White and 
his associate, F. R. Rogers, often met with hostile opposition from white 
groups. In Yazoo City, Mississippi, the editor of the city newspaper 
viciously attacked the Adventist workers for, among other things, teach¬ 
ing equality of the races. 39 In a letter to the paper, Rogers wrote: “Un¬ 
derstanding the reports that have been circulated about us and our 
work, I wish to state to the public, in order to right myself on these 
matters, that we DO NOT believe in social equality, neither do we teach 
or practise it.’ M0 Ellen White, too, made similar statements. She advised 
that the mingling of whites and blacks in social equality was not to be 
encouraged. 41 “The colored people,” she wrote, “should not urge that 
they be placed on an equality with white people.” 42 Although not in¬ 
tended for the purpose, these sentiments undoubtedly helped those 
within the movement who wanted to keep blacks “in their place” and 
who wanted to justify discrimination against them. 

The perpetuation of racial prejudice was also perhaps connected with 
the changing relationship between the races in America. The Civil War 
marked the point in American history when the relationship between 
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whites and blacks changed from a master-servant model to a compet¬ 
itive model. When in 1863 Abraham Lincoln emancipated slaves, he 
freed them to compete on an equal footing in society. But in order to 
maintain its position, the white majority created new forms of subor¬ 
dination. Blacks were segregated, disenfranchised, and denied equal 
opportunities on the labor market. While the master-servant relation¬ 
ship persisted, there was no need for this. But the white majority ev¬ 
idently felt it needed to maintain control of blacks by political means 
that were supported, through organizations like the Ku Klux Klan, by 
violence. It was the Emancipation Proclamation that uncorked the po¬ 
tent bottle of white racism. 43 

Something similar occurred in Adventism. Although the relationship 
between whites and blacks in the church was never one of master-ser¬ 
vant, it was certainly one of master-pupil. In 1903 Edson White re¬ 
vealed to the readers of the Review how he saw the blacks in the South. 
He described them as “a world within a world,” “intensely religious” 
but of having “no refining influence over them, because they have no 
associations with those who have had the opportunity for education, 
culture, and refinement.” They were “a superstitious people,” he 
wrote. “You could not expect anything else. When we began holding 
meetings on the boat [the Morning Star], the people who came once 
would always come again, and a story was started that the people who 
came onto the boat were ‘hoodooed.’ ” He continued: “We need schools 
in the South, not only to teach these people how to read, but to teach 
them how to work, to teach them trades, the use of implements, and 
how to farm.” 44 The Adventist missionary saw it as his duty to educate 
the uneducated Negro. 

But this relationship changed as blacks became literate. The best il¬ 
lustration of the black membership’s educational advance was Eva B. 
Dyke’s achievement in becoming the first black woman in America— 
and possibly in the world—to earn a Ph.D. She completed her doc¬ 
torate at Harvard in 1921. 45 Blacks lost their superstitions and began 
to compete with whites on an equal footing within the movement. As 
that competition increased, the nature of Adventist discrimination be¬ 
came sharper and more intense, and the white majority became more 
committed to denying blacks equal status in the church. Precisely when 
the relationship between the races moved from paternalism to com¬ 
petition is difficult to determine. But the formation of black confer¬ 
ences was the acknowledgment that it had happened. 

The competitive phase of race relations helps explain why blacks of¬ 
ten revert to a self-imposed segregation. There have always been two 
poles in the history of the Negro in the United States. One is the push 
for integration and equal rights. The other, the desire for separation 
and withdrawal from white society. Integration is perhaps the initial 
goal, but if competition becomes too fierce and the white majority 
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proves too intransigent, blacks are likely to see separation as the best 
way forward. Segregation is then seen as the answer to discrimination. 
Certainly, in the Adventist case, blacks proposed regional conferences 
after they felt integration was an unobtainable goal. In the next two 
decades, this general pattern was continued. Black Adventists fought 
for equal status and participation in the church, but the 1960s ended 
with many of them calling for greater organizational separation. The 
Adventist experience was again similar to a nation that in this period 
produced both Martin Luther King’s dream of complete integration 
and the militant separatism of the Black Muslims. 

The Civil Rights movement of the 1960s at first heightened racial 
tensions in the denomination. An incident that occurred at an Adventist 
church in Alabama dramatically portrayed the uneasy relationship that 
existed between the races in the early 1960s. The church, composed 
mostly of white members, invited a group from Oakwood College to 
present a Sabbath program. Arriving at the church, the black group 
found a roped-off section for them to sit in. However, the section could 
not hold them all, so some of them attempted to find seats elsewhere 
in the church. As this was against the church’s policies, the deacons 
tried, unsuccessfully, to usher the blacks out. In the midst of the con¬ 
fusion, an elder stood up, pulled out a gun, and declared: “I’ve got six 
bullets here and they all say nigger on them.” The minister’s wife 
started to cry. “We love you niggers,” she said, “but we just don’t want 
you to sit with us.” 46 

In other cases, white Adventists linked arms outside their churches 
to prevent blacks from entering them. 47 Similar battles were played out 
in the church’s schools. When a black girl was refused admission to an 
Adventist academy, her parents publicly attacked the denomination for 
what they considered to be a clear example of racial prejudice. This 
incident prompted a large protest at the denomination’s General Con¬ 
ference session in San Francisco in 1962. About a thousand black Sev¬ 
enth-day Adventists gathered in the city in a demonstration of defiance 
at the church’s racial policies. The event attracted considerable atten¬ 
tion in the local press. 48 

Eventually, church leaders responded to the pressure for change. 
Typically, however, they distanced themselves from the campaigns in¬ 
side and outside the denomination. In a 1965 editorial in the Review, 
F. D. Nicho l implicitly criticized clergymen who took part in the free¬ 
dom marches. He wrote that the Adventist church sympathized with 
“those underprivileged,” but it did not feel that the answer lay in social 
protest. Revealing once again the priority given to the church’s mission, 
he stated, “We have ever felt that we can best reveal true Christianity 
and thus best advance the Advent cause, by taking the more quiet and 
perhaps indirect approach to problems that so often arouse human 
passions.” 49 
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But throughout this period, major pillars of Adventist segregation 
were falling. In 1965 the Review carried actions of the General Con¬ 
ference committee that called for the ending of racial discrimination 
in the denomination’s schools, hospitals, and churches. 50 The General 
Conference cafeteria had already been desegregated in the 1950s. But 
the integration of Adventist schools was a slow process. Southern Col¬ 
lege in Tennessee, a bastion of white Southern Adventism, admitted 
its first black students in ig68 after a bitter struggle, five years after 
the last state university, Alabama, had integrated its campus. 51 The 
church also appointed more blacks in leadership positions. In 1962 
Frank L. Peterson became the first of several blacks to hold the position 
of general vice-president of the General Conference. In addition, Ad¬ 
ventist publishing houses put out books and articles to educate the 
membership on racial matters. Among the most significant were Rim 
Graybill’s E. G. White and Church Race Relations (1970), which presented 
the prophetess as a champion of racial equality, and the series of articles 
by Roy Branson that appeared in the same year. 

Despite the moves toward integration, the black conferences re¬ 
mained. Indeed, the controversies of the 1960s convinced many black 
leaders that only through the creation of black unions, the next level 
of government in Adventism, could parity be reached with whites. The 
question, for the black Adventist E. E. Cleveland, was one of power. 
He saw that union presidents were decisive figures in church admin¬ 
istration but that blacks had very little hope of reaching such positions. 
He thus supported black unions because it was “imperative that black 
men have someone at Union Conference level to speak for them”.™ 
However, Calvin Rock, another black leader, later argued for black 
unions on the grounds of the genuine cultural differences that exist 
between the races. 53 He also had in his support the fact that the sep¬ 
aration of the black work had apparently led to a spectacular increase 
in the black membership. Between 1944 and 1970, the number of black 
Adventists rose from around 18,000 to just under 74,000, or 18 percent 
of the total American membership. Throughout the 1970s, black 
unions were debated. The proposal was rejected several times during 
the decade by General Conference committees. 54 But the black con¬ 
stituency received some consolation when a black man, Charles Brad¬ 
ford, was appointed president of the North American Division in 1979. 

In addition to the calls for greater separation, black leaders also 
raised the level of black consciousness in the 1970s. This was not dis¬ 
similar to the “black is beautiful” movement of the 1960s. The roots 
of this in Adventism, however, went back to 1934, when Frank L. Peter¬ 
son published The Hope of the Race. It contained the traditional Adven¬ 
tist themes, but it differed from all Adventist books before it in the 
attention it paid to black history. Its pages were sprinkled with pho¬ 
tographs of black heroes such as Booker T. Washington and the singer 
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Roland Hayes. The book celebrated the black experience almost as 
much as the Adventist message. 55 E. E. Cleveland wrote a similar book 
in 1970 called Free at Last. The inside cover contained a collage of 
famous black figures from Jesse Owens to George Washington Carver. 
The book was dedicated to the black man’s hopes and, like Peterson’s 
work, was clearly a black interpretation of Adventism. 56 

Because they have sought to establish a black identity as well as an 
Adventist identity, black Adventists have drawn inspiration from black 
role models outside the Adventist community. Conversely, prominent 
blacks who emerged from Adventism, such as the writer Richard 
Wright, strongly asserted black pride. Wright’s most famous novel, Na¬ 
tive Son (1940), revolves around a black character who finally discovers 
a meaning for his existence when he accidentally kills his white em¬ 
ployer’s daughter. 57 LittleJUchard is also noted for his black conscious¬ 
ness. When the rock singer retired in the late 1950s, he attended the 
black Adventist institution Oakwood College, where he particularly en¬ 
joyed classes in black history. Although he resumed his musical career 
in the early 1960s, he again turned to religion in the 1970s, when he 
established an independent ministry aimed at Afro-Americans that 
drew inspiration from, among others, the black Adventist leader, E. E. 
Cleveland. 38 The black identity of Prince, the other world-famous 
singer with an Adventist background, is also marked. Prince’s Adventist 
heritage reveals itself in the strongly apocalyptic content of many of 
his songs. 59 In contrast, the black musicians produced by the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, such as Michael Jackson and George Benson, draw little on 
their racial or religious heritage. 60 It would appear that the black artists 
who emerge from Adventism have a stronger and more aggressive 
sense of racial identity than do their counterparts from the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses—a sect with a better record of racial integration. 

In a famous study of race relations, Robert Park and Ernest Burgess 
argued in 1921 that blacks would eventually be assimilated into Amer¬ 
ican society. 61 In the equally famous 1944 analysis An American Dilemma: 
The Negro Problem and Modem Democracy, Gunnar Myrdal made the 
same assumptions. He believed that not only did blacks want to be 
assimilated but that this was the only viable option. 62 With the early 
emergence of individuals such as W. E. B. Dubois, Marcus Garvey, and 
even Booker T. Washington, it is doubtful if black leaders have seen 
integration as their only objective. But it was the black nationalist move¬ 
ment of the later 1960s that forced sociologists to recognize the sepa¬ 
ratist, as well as the integrationist, impulse in black history. 63 

1 he paradox of race, observed the writer Joel Williamson, “is that 
black people have to get out of white society in order to get into it, 
and they have to get into it in order to get out. They have to get into 
the society to get a minimum of those palpable things that people need 
in order simply to survive—material goods, education, government, a 
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minimum of justice. . . . Yet because white people are prejudiced and 
have the power to manifest their prejudices in a multitude of ways, 
they have to get out ... to maintain a sense of worth and self-esteem.” M 
In their own experience of race relations, Adventists have provided a 
small illustration of this aspect of American society. The separation of 
races in the church witnesses to the continuing tensions between them, 
and Williamson’s paradox appear to apply to the Adventist black, who, 
although perhaps loved by his white brothers, has never been totally 
convinced that they want him to sit with them. 



CHAPTER 16 


Ministers 


Disharmony among church members can, of course, be occasioned by 
many issues in addition to that of race. Denominational leaders 
generally try to maintain unity and order even, as has been the case 
in race relations, at the price of ethical compromise. Their agents in 
this difficult task are the ordained ministers of the church. They are 
expected to lead exemplary lives while at the same time giving priority 
to their professional responsibilities. This chapter examines the ten¬ 
sions inherent in the position of those called on to be model individuals 
and to be committed to sustaining the efficiency of a complex social 
organization. 

Among the major sects that emerged in nineteenth-century America, 
the Seventh-day Adventist church was the only one that developed a 
professional ministry. The Mormons did not do so, nor did the Je¬ 
hovah’s Witnesses or the Christian Scientists. Adventists, however, had 
ministers from the start. This was largely due to the church’s distinctive 
origins. The Millerites had converted many established ministers, some 
of whom later became Sabbatarians. One example was Frederick 
Wheeler, who was effectively the first Adventist minister. Wheeler was 
an ordained clergyman of the Methodist Episcopal church when he 
became impressed with Millerite views around 1842. Two years later, 
he accepted the Sabbath and thereafter led what was essentially the 
first Seventh-day Adventist congregation in Washington, New Hamp¬ 
shire. Another example was James White, ordained in 1843 by an ob¬ 
scure denomination called the Christian Connection. Wheeler, White, 
and others like them provided the burgeoning church with a ready¬ 
made ministry. 

As Adventism gradually expanded throughout America after the 
Shut-Door era, more ministers were appointed. Often, as in the pre- 
1844 period, they were clergymen previously ordained in other de¬ 
nominations. M. B. Czechowski, the church’s first unofficial mission¬ 
ary, is an example. Czechowski was a Catholic priest and then a Baptist 
minister before being converted to Adventism in 1857. Other individ- 
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uals who joined the Adventist ministry usually had farming back¬ 
grounds. Elbert B. Lane, the evangelist who pioneered the Adventist 
work in the Southern states, was among many people in the Midwest 
who ran a farm before beginning a ministerial career in the 1860s. A 
third type of ministerial recruit was the very young convert who dem¬ 
onstrated particular ability or commitment and who subsequently rose 
rapidly in the Adventist hierarchy. Among those who fell into this cat¬ 
egory were J. N. Andrews, J. N. Loughborough, and Uriah Smith. All 
were in their early twenties when they were ordained. 1 

By 1876, the Adventist Church possessed 166 working ministers (96 
of whom were ordained) who supervised 398 churches in America.“ 
According to the Adventist historian A. W. Spalding, individuals with¬ 
out previous ministerial training were educated during evangelistic tent 
meetings. “A young man aiming at the ministry,” he wrote, “was taken 
into company with an evangelist, and acted as his tent master.” The 
prospective pastor had to erect and maintain the tent, advertise and 
promote meetings, lead out in congregational singing and, “on some 
fateful evening to try his callow wings at preaching.” 3 It was not long, 
however, before the denomination’s leaders decided that pastors 
needed more formal academic training. In 1874, the church founded 
its first college in Battle Creek, Michigan. Planned in part as a min¬ 
isterial training center, the college gave Adventism’s increasing number 
of home-grown ministers the opportunity to obtain formal qualifica¬ 
tions. 

Additionally, the General Conference devised rigorous reading pro¬ 
grams for the edification and improvement of Adventist pastors. For 
example, in 1881 church officials recommended for Adventist minis¬ 
ters a six-year reading course that was remarkable for its breadth. In 
addition to denominational publications, Ellen White books, and works 
of practical ministry, church pastors were expected to read Rollin’s en¬ 
tire multivolume Ancient History, Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, and D’Au- 
bigne’s History of the Reformation. They were to study standard histories 
of England and the United States and were expected to be fully con¬ 
versant with authors as varied as Josephus, Eusebius, and Hagenbach.* 

However, these attempts to improve the Adventist ministry seem to 
have failed. Because the need for workers was so great, it appears that 
few ministerial students actually finished the course at Battle Creek 
before taking up pastoral responsibilities. Nor did the prescribed read¬ 
ing courses improve the competence of Adventist pastors. Toward the 
end of the nineteenth century General Conference President O. A. 
Olsen lamented the “exceedingly weak” condition of the Adventist 
clergy. This situation shortchanged local members who were, Olsen 
reported, “in many things ahead of the ministry.” 5 Such criticism 
spurred on the professionalization of the clergy. Significant steps in¬ 
cluded the creation in 1922 of the General Conference’s Ministerial 
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Association, an organization designed to cater to the interests of Ad¬ 
ventist clergy, and the founding in 1928 of Ministry magazine, which 
provided a forum for the exchange of ideas. 

But the most important development was the establishment in 1937 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary in Takoma Park, 
Maryland. The seminary soon became the premier center for minis¬ 
terial training, although preparatory theology courses continued to be 
offered at the denomination’s colleges. Within a decade, the seminary 
had developed full master of arts and bachelor of divinity degrees (the 
master of divinity replaced the bachelor of divinity in 1972) and had 
founded departments of archaeology and history of antiquity, Bible 
and systematic theology, biblical languages, church history, and prac¬ 
tical theology. In 1959, the institution moved to Berrien Springs in 
Michigan to become part of Andrews University. In the 1970s the sem¬ 
inary inaugurated its first doctoral programs and received accredita¬ 
tion from the American Association of Theological Schools. 6 

Some indication of the type of ministry the seminary helped to create 
is revealed in the definitive 1980s study Ministry in America. 

Researchers of the Association of Theological Schools in the United 
States and Canada and of the research agency Search Institute iden¬ 
tified four different models of ministry in contemporary North Amer¬ 
ica. They are (1) the spiritual emphasis model practiced by various 
Baptist groups, (2) the sacramental-liturgical model favored by the Ro¬ 
man Catholic and Orthodox churches, (3) the social action model of 
Jewish and Unitarian groups, and (4) the model of combined emphases 
which incorporates different features of the first three models. Lu¬ 
therans, Methodists, and Presbyterians are the chief exponents of this 
type of ministry. 7 

Along with several other bodies (the Church of God, the Church of 
the Nazarene, Swedenborgians, the Evangelical Congregational 
Church, the General Conference Churches of God, and the Evangelical 
Covenant Church of America), Seventh-day Adventists were found to 
conform, in general, to the spiritual emphasis model of ministry. In 
this, the Bible and the person of God are given primary place in 
preaching, teaching, and worship. A conservative biblical faith is 
generally espoused, and evangelism is considered of great importance. 
Emphasis is also placed on religious piety, God’s forgiveness, sanctifi¬ 
cation, and born-again Christianity. A secular lifestyle, which is viewed 
as detrimental to Christian development, is discouraged, and theolog¬ 
ical counseling and the resources of faith are emphasized in helping 
members cope with their personal problems. 8 

The researchers noted that in the spiritually oriented ministry, great 
emphasis is placed on the personal conduct and behavior of the min¬ 
ister. I he pastor is expected to set an unimpeachable Christian ex¬ 
ample, and if he does not, his ministry is likely to be called into ques- 
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tion. In the other models of ministry, the personal example of the 
minister is not considered as essential to effective pastoral work, not 
even in the liturgically oriented churches where the clergy are other¬ 
wise deeply committed. Indeed, it was discovered that some denomi¬ 
nations do not want their clergy to appear too pious. For denomina¬ 
tions that emphasize a spiritual ministry, this is seldom a serious 
concern. Any hint of a lack of piety or of a secular lifestyle will normally 
hinder the pastor’s ministry to his congregation. 9 

In the case of Seventh-day Adventists, the Ministiy in America study 
was certainly correct. Adventist ministers have long been warned that 
their personal lifestyle has a vital effect on their pastoral performance. 
“An unsanctified minister,” Ellen White wrote, ‘can do incalculable 
harm. While professing to be the ambassador of Christ, his example 
will be copied by others; and if he lacks the true characteristics of a 
Christian, his faults and deficiencies will be reproduced in them." 10 
Mrs. White wrote a great deal on the type of ministers she felt were 
fit to lead Adventist congregations. Her counsels seemed to cover 
everything from their dress (which should be of dark color) to their 
platform manner (which should be cultured and dignified)." She en¬ 
visaged only holy men in the Adventist pulpit: “The minister of Christ 
should possess sobriety, meekness, love, long-suffering, forbearance, 
pity and courtesy. He should be circumspect, elevated in thought and 
conversation, and of blameless deportment.” 1 * 

A great deal has always been expected of Adventist ministers. What 
sort of contemporary individuals decide to bear these heavy responsi¬ 
bilities? In general, it can be said that the people who become Adventist 
ministers possess a strong sense of God’s calling. The call to the ministry 
is strongly emphasized within Adventism and is an important force in 
motivating young men to consider a pastoral career. On the other 
hand, some Adventist ministers do admit to having “rationalized” calls 
after career plans did not work out as they had hoped. Even in these 
cases, however, there is still evidence of a serious desire to discover 
God’s will: failed career plans are interpreted as signs of God’s leading 
toward the denominational pulpit. This indicates that the person who 
decides to become an Adventist pastor possesses a high degree of Chris¬ 
tian commitment, probably higher than the average church member. 
The individual who chooses the ministry may previously have been an 
active church member, a leader in his church’s youth department. Sim¬ 
ilarly, the prospective Adventist minister is often a new convert. Joining 
the church’s ministerial work force tends to be seen by converts as the 
most natural way to demonstrate further their deep commitment to the 
church—a tradition that seems to date back to the days of Andrews, 
Loughborough, and Smith. While it would be unwise to make too much 
of this fact, it is clear that a significant proportion of students studying 
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theology in the denomination’s colleges in any given year have been 
members of the church for only two years or less. 

As a group, the church’s ministers tend to be slightly unusual. Using 
the 16PF character test, Andrews University’s Institute of Church Min¬ 
istry (ICM) found in 1982 that in many personality traits, the Adventist 
minister is likely to be significantly different from an ordinary member 
of the population. His composite personality is revealed as more out¬ 
going, intelligent, conscientious, and venturesome than average. He is 
also more tender minded and imaginative and possesses a greater ca¬ 
pacity for shrewdness, self-sufficiency, and self-discipline. On the 16PF 
scale, however, the Adventist pastor is less happy-go-lucky, less suspi¬ 
cious, and less apprehensive than the normal individual. Being rather 
conservative, he is also, the ICM found, less inclined to experiment. 13 

The Institute of Church Ministry discovered that Adventist pastors 
possess an above-average school achievement potential. 14 This is not at 
all surprising, for the young man who embarks on theological training 
cannot expect to enter the Adventist ministry until he has completed 
at least five years of undergraduate and postgraduate study. This pe¬ 
riod can rise to seven years if he takes the recommended masters of 
divinity (M. Div.) course at the theological seminary. Unless the min¬ 
isterial candidate does possess high academic potential—and the ability 
to endure many years of study—he is unlikely to realize his ambitions 
to join the church’s ministerial work force. For these reasons, many do 
not. 

In addition to possessing academic ability and the personal spiritual 
qualities that Mrs. White described, the modern Adventist minister also 
needs to master a wide variety of other skills. As one Adventist cler¬ 
gyman wrote in 1966: “To fulfill his responsibilities today a pastor must 
be an administrator, an organizer, a promoter, a salesman, a business¬ 
man, a financier, a fund raiser, a builder, a public relations expert, a 
personnel director, and a counselor on marriage and family relations 
in addition to his calling as a preacher, shepherd and soul winner.” 15 

As a consequence of the multifaceted nature of the Adventist min¬ 
istry, there is no unanimity among the denomination’s pastors as to 
exactly what the pastor’s role should be. In sorting out their priorities, 
they have basically three considerations to take into account: the ex¬ 
pectations of their church members, the expectations of their confer¬ 
ence administrators, and their own inclinations. Left to themselves, Ad¬ 
ventist ministers (according to a 1981 ICM study on pastoral morale) 
derive by far the most satisfaction from preaching and personal evan¬ 
gelism or from giving Bible studies. Next in their priorities are visiting 
people, public evangelism, and counseling. 16 The area of ministry Ad¬ 
ventist ministers most dislike is motivating church members to fulfill 
their various responsibilities. 17 The difficulties here may be related to 
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the personality characteristics of the church’s clergymen. Adventist 
ministers do not appear to be comfortable in an aggressive leadership 
role. They are not always sure when they should lead or when they 
should follow their congregations. The 1982 ICM study discovered that 
the majority of the church’s pastors (nearly 78 percent) possess only a 
moderate leadership capability and are less dominant than the average 
person. 18 In general, Adventist ministers tend to be rather submissive, 
which may explain why they dislike exerting pressure on their mem¬ 
bers. In addition, administrative work, dealing with members’ prob¬ 
lems, and the time consumed by attending various church committees 
and business meetings are also significant causes of frustration to the 
Adventist pastor. 19 

In some cases, the preferences of Adventist pastors would seem to 
correspond with those of their parishioners. The Ministry in America 
study showed that of all the surveyed churches, the laity of the de¬ 
nominational family that included Adventists (along with the Christian 
Disciples and United Methodists) attached the highest importance to 
competent preaching and worship leading. This group also recorded 
very high scores for evangelism, with only the laity of another evan¬ 
gelical grouping, the Southern Baptist and Christian (non-Disciples) 
churches, scoring higher. 20 The apparent agreement between the pref¬ 
erences of church pastors and the expectations of their members does 
not imply, however, that the Adventist laity is always satisfied with the 
actual performance of its clergymen. Preaching is an important case in 
point. In 1973 the Adventist youth magazine Insight found that many 
young people who had left the church often blamed what they con¬ 
sidered to be the poor quality of Adventist preaching. 21 There would 
also appear to be some areas of genuine disagreement between the 
inclinations of the church’s ministers and the wishes of the member¬ 
ship. Administrative work, for example, was ranked as the second 
greatest cause of frustration and disappointment in the ministry. But 
although the Adventist clergy dislike this aspect of their calling, their 
members seem to expect it. The Ministry in America survey found that 
more than any other church group, the laity of the Adventist family 
of churches regard the effective administration of church alfairs as 
important. 22 Similarly, even though dealing with members’ problems 
was the third-ranking cause of dissatisfaction among Adventist minis¬ 
ters, the Ministry in America study found that the laity of the Adventist 
grouping attached the highest importance to the “caring availability” 
of the pastor. More than the laity of most other denominations. Ad¬ 
ventist church members desire their clergy to be ready and available 
to help them through crisis situations. 25 

It would be unwise to draw too many definite conclusions from the 
juxtaposition of the results of the ICM survey on pastoral morale and 
the Ministry in America study. The surveys were made in different con- 
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texts and, in the case of Ministry in America encompassed more than 
just the Adventist church. Nevertheless, it would appear that in certain 
areas the expectations of the membership are a source of frustration 
for Adventist ministers. In some cases, therefore, there may be a dis¬ 
crepancy between lay and clerical perceptions of the ministerial role. 

The other main cause of dissatisfaction among Adventist ministers 
appear to result from the expectations of their conference superiors. 
The ICM survey of 1981 found that the joint fifth-ranked area of 
frustration was the promotion of the annual ingathering campaign, and 
the joint sixth-ranked problem concerned the promotion of Conference 
programs in general. The eighth-ranked problem was listed simply as 
“conference administration.” Moreover, when ministers were given the 
opportunity in the ICM questionnaire to suggest changes to the pattern 
of the Adventist ministry, four of their first ten suggestions advocated 
less intrusion but more understanding from conference officers. What 
the surveyed pastors wanted was less promotion of conference pro¬ 
grams, less administrative direction, more understanding and sensitivity 
from the conference, and more input from ministers in setting con¬ 
ference goals. 2 ' 1 

In the survey, some ministers also indicated that they would like their 
conferences to provide them with longer tenures. 25 As pastors are ap¬ 
pointed to local congregations by conference administrators, they are 
seldom allowed to stay at one church for more than a few years. The 
church’s ministerial workers are treated rather like a government’s dip¬ 
lomatic corps: they are moved on every few years and are expected to 
promote the interests of their superiors wherever they are stationed. 
If, for example, funds are needed to build a radio station in a corner 
of the Third World, or a new, special offering needs to be brought to 
the attention of the membership, then the minister is the one to un¬ 
dertake these tasks. Such ambassadorial functions ensure that the min¬ 
ister’s loyalties stay with the conference administration rather than the 
local congregation, just as an ambassador’s loyalties reside with the 
home government rather than with the assigned country. But this kind 
of function evidently interferes with the minister’s own self-perception 
of his role, which he sees primarily in terms of preaching, evangelism, 
visiting, and counseling. In the hierarchy of the church’s government, 
the minister has the unenviable task of providing the link between the 
conference administration and the local church. As such, he is expected 
to represent the interests of the conference to his congregation, but he 
must also represent the interests of the local church to the conference. 
In the case of obtaining denominational funds for a new church build¬ 
ing, for example, the minister and congregation are usually united in 
their representations to the conference. But the process can work the 
other way around. In the promotion of evangelism, the conference and 
the minister are sometimes allies against idle congregations. 
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Generally, however, Adventist minsiters feel they do not receive 
enough support from their conference leaders, especially during per¬ 
sonal crises in the ministers' own lives. The ICM survey on pastoral 
morale quoted one minister who had undergone a painful divorce. “I 
felt totally unhelped by the conference leadership,” he said. "I got more 
help from a Pentecostal pastor and counselor than from our people. 
Sad but true. Even though I was not at fault ... I lost my job.”* 6 Sig¬ 
nificantly, “more understanding and sensitivity from the conference” 
came high on the list for change in the Adventist ministry. Further¬ 
more, 34 percent of the surveyed pastors were concerned about not 
meeting the approval of their respective conference officials. In the 
isolated nature of church ministry (58 percent of the surveyed ministers 
admitted to feelings of loneliness and isolation in the job), many pastors 
would be grateful of more help from their superiors.* 7 The Adventist 
pastor, in general, has no one to turn to. As one of them said in the 
ICM survey: “Being a pastor is the loneliest job in the world. You are 
not really a conference official, so you feel fully accepted there; you 
are not really a church member, so they cannot fully accept you. You 
have no one who is your minister, no one you can fully trust.”* 6 

It may be thought that Adventist pastors receive some support from 
their peers. But strangely, there does not appear to be a great deal of 
solidarity among the church’s ministers. This is partly because the na¬ 
ture of their work means that they seldom have time to see their min¬ 
isterial friends. But it is also partly due to a subtle competition that 
Adventist pastors say exists among them, especially in evangelism. Such 
competition, and the petty jealousies that can result, may be a function 
of conference pressures. Ministers are not particularly happy with this 
situation. “More opportunities for interrelationships with other Adven¬ 
tist pastors” was one of the fifth-ranked suggestions for change in the 
Adventist ministry. Some bemoaned the jealousies among church min¬ 
isters; others wanted to see “real genuine collegiality” among the de¬ 
nomination’s pastors.* 9 

In addition to dealing with loneliness and isolation, the Adventist 
minister must also cope with receiving little recognition for the work 
he faithfully performs year after year. Although 94 percent of the sur¬ 
veyed ministers said they enjoyed being a pastor and 87 percent be¬ 
lieved they were successful in their work, Adventist pastors have few 
tangible indicators of success, except perhaps the number of people 
they are baptizing and the number of apostasies they are preventing. 30 
There are also very few promotion prospects within the profession. 
The normal pattern of development is from intern to licensed minister 
(a status that confers the authority to preside in all but certain reserved 
ordinances) to ordained minister. The next step is usually up to the 
conference level, in some administrative or departmental capacity, or 
perhaps sideways into full-time evangelism. The administrative officer 
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and the working evangelist are the prestige ministerial positions in Ad¬ 
ventism, but the opportunities in either area are very limited. Another 
possible option, but again with limited possibilities, is to progress to the 
pastorship of one of the denomination’s large institutional churches 
such as those based at Andrews University, Loma Linda University, and 
at Sligo (near General Conference headquarters) where the member¬ 
ship can be as many as three thousand people. The pastor with aca¬ 
demic potential may transfer to the theology department of an Ad¬ 
ventist school or college, but here again it is not always easy to do so. 

A good prospect can easily become an ordained minister within five 
years of the commencement of his ministerial career. If by the time he 
is forty he has not been appointed to a conference office or become 
a notable evangelist, he may grow increasingly restless. Significantly, 
21 percent of the respondents in the ICM survey on pastoral morale 
were hoping they would soon be called to a conference or teaching 
position. 31 Some ministers believe that there is a possible connection 
between the lack of career development after ordination and the prob¬ 
lems that often afflict Adventist clergymen. Certainly, many ministers 
do seem to reach a crisis point a few year after they are ordained. This 
manifests itself in a variety of ways. A theological problem may develop, 
as may a problem with the congregation. Problems in the minister’s 
marriage and family may become acute. To alleviate the stress caused 
by midcareer crisis, some ministers believe that the conference should 
provide some kind of recognition of senior status—some means, as in 
the military, of obtaining another stripe. 

In addition to the expectations of church members and conference 
officials, there is one other external factor that has a vital bearing on 
the Adventist pastor’s ministry—his family. The 1981 ICM survey 
showed quite clearly that the greater the pastor’s family problems, the 
more frustrated he is likely to be in his ministry—a conclusion that 
only confirms what Mrs. White and others believed about the impor¬ 
tance of the minister’s wife and home. 32 Seventy-eight percent of the 
surveyed pastors said that they regularly take time to spend with their 
wives and children. 33 However, when ministers’ wives were themselves 
studied by the Institute of Church Ministry in 1981, they generally felt 
they took second place in their husband’s priorities and complained 
that their husbands rarely took time off for recreation or to be with 
the family. 34 

The minister’s vocation puts peculiar strains on his wife and family. 
Because important aspects of his work—visiting, prayer meetings, evan¬ 
gelistic meetings, and so on—all take place in the evenings, it may be 
difficult for the Adventist minister to see his family. In addition to the 
feelings of neglect experienced by the minister’s wife, she also has to 
cope with the exacting expectations of her husband, as well as those 
of church members and conference officials. In the survey on minis- 
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ters' wives, these expectations were listed as the chief source of frus¬ 
tration. 35 Similar problems are experienced by ministers’ children, who 
face the daunting prospect of growing up under the critical eye of the 
congregation. Again, it would be wrong to paint too pessimistic a pic¬ 
ture. As with Adventist pastors themselves, the majority of ministers’ 
wives enjoy their position, believe they are successful, and do not feel 
that ministers’ children experience more problems than other chil¬ 
dren. 36 Nevertheless, the study noted that the nature of the pastor’s 
work exacted a high price from ministerial families. As was true 
throughout the church as a whole, it was becoming clear by the ig8os 
that the rate of divorce among the church’s ministers was rising at an 
“alarming rate.” 37 Thus, the Adventist pastor is sometimes a victim of 
the emphasis placed on two vital Adventist institutions: the ministry 
and the family. 

Precisely why the ministry has assumed such importance within Ad¬ 
ventism is worth some consideration. Once the Shut-Door era passed, 
the importance of the ministry grew as it became linked with the evan¬ 
gelistic mission of the denomination. In a series of articles in the Review 
in 1865, James White appeared to lay the theoretical foundations of 
the Adventist ministry, basing the importance of the ministry on the 
commission to “go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel.” In the 
first article, he argued that the behavior, spirituality, intellect, and abil¬ 
ity of the minister needed to be cultivated, because the preaching of 
the gospel commission affected man’s eternal destiny. 38 Allied to these 
considerations was another conception of the minister that White de¬ 
veloped in his second article. In this instance, he viewed the minister 
as a sort of watchman—the keeper of the eternal interests of the con¬ 
gregation. The minister is thus the guardian who warns the members 
of impending dangers. It is his duty to prevent sin from entering the 
gates. It is also his duty to “watch for the salvation of men.” 39 The idea 
of the minister as the keeper of the gates became a favorite theme ol 
Mrs. White’s, and it provided an appropriate framework for her stress 
on the vital personal qualities required in those who must remain vig¬ 
ilant at their isolated outposts. 30 

Depicting ministers as watchmen is also perhaps an appropriate con¬ 
cept given the church’s attitude toward society. Adventists constantly 
watch looked for evidence of society’s malevolent character in antici¬ 
pation of the day when it will turn its wrath upon them. Viewed in 
this light the idea of the minister as watchman takes on a symbolic 
importance. Ministers stand at the gate between the church and an 
implicitly hostile culture. They keep a watchful eye on the monster that 
lurks outside the wall that separates Adventism from the rest of Amer¬ 
ica and at the first signs of danger, they act as a sort of early warning 
system for the Adventist community. This almost military image of the 
ministry is plainly revealed in the language Mrs. White chose to de- 
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scribe their functions. Ministers, she wrote, “are to stand as watchmen 
on the walls of Zion, to sound the note of alarm at the approach of 
the enemy.” 41 Elsewhere, the prophetess described Adventist pastors as 
“sentinels” who must remain constantly “on duty.” 42 The importance 
of the minister in a denomination isolated from the surrounding cul¬ 
ture can perhaps also be seen in the way in which ministers are ex¬ 
pected to maintain the ideological and structural foundations of Ad¬ 
ventism’s alternative society. According to Mrs. White, the pastor was 
to be a “correct exponent” 43 of Adventist doctrine and an upholder of 
the church’s organization. 

The strategic importance of the clergy was a major reason why they 
quickly achieved a position of dominance within the Adventist com¬ 
munity. Effectively, the Adventist clergyman was set above the ordinary 
church member. In many respects, Adventism reverted to a pre-Ref- 
ormation ethic in its attitude toward God’s calling. Martin Luther had 
taught that all legitimate occupations were of equal worth in the sight 
of God. Adventists, however, held that the minister’s calling was more 
sacred than others. But in the 1890s the minister’s supremacy within 
Adventism was challenged. At that time, John Harvey Kellogg began 
to be more open about his deep contempt for Adventist pastors. He 
considered the men who comprised the Adventist ministry to be un¬ 
educated, ignorant, second-rate individuals. He believed that the stand¬ 
ing of the doctor was at least as high as the minister. During the 1890s, 
Kellogg, in the words of those who knew him, “ran down the ministry 
in every way that he could.” 44 

During this period, Mrs. White felt obliged to defend the position 
of the church’s ministers. She had written earlier that physicians had 
responsibilities greater than those of ministers. 45 Now she argued that 
“no enterprise should be so conducted as to cause the ministry of the 
word to be looked upon as an inferior matter. . . . The highest of all 
work is ministry in its various lines, and it should be kept before the 
youth that there is no work more blessed of God than that of the gospel 
minister.” In a reference that seemed particularly aimed at Kellogg 
(although she did not mention him by name), she went on: “Let not 
our young men be deterred from entering the ministry. There is a 
danger that through glowing representations some will be drawn away 
from the path where God bids them walk. Some have been encouraged 
to take a course of study in medical lines who ought to be preparing 
themselves to enter the ministry. The Lord calls for more ministers to 
labor in His vineyard.” 46 

Mrs. White’s clear support for the church’s ministers provided a suit¬ 
able foundation for the professionalization of the Adventist ministry 
that took place later in the twentieth century. But her comments also 
brought into focus a deep conflict between the church’s ministers and 
doctors—a conflict that was not just about the relative status of these 
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two groups, but one that also embodied fundamental differences about 
the nature of Adventism. Insofar as they were called upon to insulate 
the congregation from a hostile world and to sustain the ideological 
and structural bases of the church’s alternative society, ministers per¬ 
sonified the Adventist response to the American nation. Adventist doc¬ 
tors, on the other hand, symbolized a new tradition. They were the 
first group to mount an effective challenge to the authority of the 
clergy, and to attempt to modify the church’s attitude toward the world 
around it. 



CHAPTER 17 


Doctors 


It was not anticipated that the church’s ministers and doctors would 
come to represent alternative interpretations of the Adventist tradition. 
The two groups were to work in tandem. Like harnessed horses, they 
were to pull the Adventist carriage at the same speed, along the same 
route. Perhaps for a time they did. Until the 1890s, Mrs. White did 
not find it necessary to discuss the relative status of ministers and doc¬ 
tors. They were both equally vital in disseminating the church’s mes¬ 
sage, which, on the one hand, concerned a distinctive theology and, on 
the other, an unusual emphasis on health. But ever since Dr. Kellogg 
had taken over the Battle Creek Sanitarium in 1876, he had slowly 
been redefining the nature of Adventism. He presented a reinterpre¬ 
tation that challenged both the church’s internal management and the 
way in which Adventism related to American society. Mrs. White’s im¬ 
plicit rebuke of Kellogg was not simply an attempt to put the Adventist 
doctor in his place. It can also be seen as an effort to stem a form of 
Adventism that, by the 1890s, threatened to upset the balance of the 
church’s relationship with the Republic. 

Kellogg’s Adventism revolved around an almost fanatical devotion to 
health reform. He used the Battle Creek Sanitarium as a platform to 
promote “biologic living”—a system of human perfection that could be 
reached through obedience to natural law and the strict control of diet. 
Kellogg was one of the few Adventists to take seriously Mrs. White’s 
views on health. I he church’s ministers in the nineteenth century did 
not regard health as central to the Adventist message. As a medical 
practitioner, Kellogg found this difficult to understand. He viewed Ad¬ 
ventism from the perspective of health reform rather than the other 
way round. He arrived at deviant theological positions as a direct result 
of his adherence to biologic living. In a letter to Mrs. White in 1898, 
he argued that those saved at the Second Coming would be those who 
had overcome the power of disease—a condition that could only be 
reached through obedience to health reform. On this basis, he ques¬ 
tioned the church’s traditional understanding of the seal of God (Sab- 
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bath keeping) and the mark of the beast (Sunday worship). He argued 
that these concepts had less to do with adherence to different days of 
the week than with obedience to the laws of health. He wrote: “It seems 
to me our people have been wrong in regarding Sunday observance as 
the sole mark of the beast. . . . [It] is simply the change of character 
and body which comes from the surrender of the will to Satan.” 1 

This erosion of the church’s theological foundations was accom¬ 
panied by a diminution of Adventist distinctiveness. This is best seen 
in the development of Battle Creek Sanitarium. When Kellogg was ap¬ 
pointed superintendent, he aimed to make the institution a force in 
the community. Local residents were invited to attend sanitarium func¬ 
tions, and the institution advertised extensively throughout the country. 
Into its wards flowed a constant stream of famous visitors and patients. 
It is true that many of them came because Kellogg offered special rates, 
but his success in creating an institution attractive to the world’s elite 
was remarkable. 2 

A key element in this success was Kellogg’s rejection of Adventist 
peculiarity. In 1897 he declared, much to the consternation of Adven¬ 
tist leaders, that the work of the sanitarium was “of an undenomina¬ 
tional, unsectarian, humanitarian and philanthropic nature.” 1 When he 
stated that the sanitarium was not in the business “of presenting any¬ 
thing that is peculiarly Seventh-day Adventist in doctrine,” Kellogg 
placed the sanitarium on a path that diverged from traditional Adven¬ 
tism. 4 The institution met the outside world on medical and humani¬ 
tarian grounds rather than on a specifically Adventist basis. What mat¬ 
tered was one’s state of health, not one’s theology. Kellogg’s belief that 
disease constituted the mark of the beast and that those sealed at the 
end were those who overcame it appeared to render doctrine super¬ 
fluous. The important thing—and this was the essence of biologic liv¬ 
ing—was making sick people well and keeping them well when they 
attained good health. This was the key to salvation. Mrs. White had 
also considered health reform to be a vital element of the salvation 
process, but for her it was an adjunct to, rather than the foundation 
of, the Adventist message. Kellogg went a step further. For him the 
practice of health reform was more important than commitment to 
theological ideas. He determined to keep the sanitarium free from Ad¬ 
ventist practice, not so much because he wished to annoy church lead¬ 
ers, but because in his system, doctrinal issues really were irrelevant. 

Perhaps the most important casualty was Sabbath observance. Kel¬ 
logg did not enforce strict Sabbath keeping at Battle Creek Sanitar¬ 
ium—something that concerned Adventist leaders. In 1886 G. I. But¬ 
ler, the church president, wrote to Ellen White about the lax attitude 
toward the Sabbath that prevailed at the sanitarium. 5 Such behavior 
was not surprising given Kellogg’s feelings about the Sabbath theology 
and his desire to create an “unsectarian” institution. But the loss of 
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interest in the Sabbath may also have been a consequence of the special 
Sabbath privileges granted to Adventist medical personnel. Unlike 
other workers, Adventist doctors were exempted from strict Sabbath 
observance once the denomination established medical institutions. 
This was granted only after due consideration and some hesitation. 
Nevertheless, Mrs. White concluded it was right for medical staff to 
work on the Sabbath “for the relief of suffering humanity.” 6 The doc¬ 
tor’s special status in this respect may have contributed to the looser 
attitude toward the Sabbath that existed at Kellogg’s sanitarium. 

There were other ways in which Kellogg’s version of Adventism dif¬ 
fered from the mainstream. Kellogg advocated a social gospel “without 
sectarian trammels.” 7 He conceived of the church as a benevolent or¬ 
ganization and argued that it was “more important for'a "man to be a 
good Samaritan than to be a good theologian/’ 8 He wanted to ‘Tescue 
lost souls, not to tea ch theology ,” and he believed that humanitarian 
work would win more converts to the Adventist cause than all the 
church’s ministers combined. 9 In the Judgment, Kellogg argued, the 
great question would not be what a pe rson preached, buTwhat he ha d 
done to help someone in need. 16 To promote these goals, the Adventist 
doctor riot only founded other sanitariums around the country, but he 
also established the denomination’s first orphanage in 1891 and de¬ 
veloped the church’s burgeoning work in American cities with the 
founding of the Chicago Medical Mission in 1893. In that same year, 
he became the first director of the Seventh-day Adventist Medical Mis¬ 
sionary and Benevolent Association (MMBA), which controlled all the 
denomination’s humanitarian endeavors. Through this organization, 
Kellogg ministered to society’s disadvantaged, the poor, and the un¬ 
employed." 

Another factor in Kellogg’s revisionism was the introduction of rec¬ 
ognized, professional education in the church. As early as 1878, he 
opened a School of Hygiene at the Battle Creek Sanitarium. In 1883 
a nursing school was added to the sanitarium, with a woman doctor, 
Kate Lindsay, playing a prominent role in its formation. The most im¬ 
portant development, however, was the establishment of the denomi¬ 
nation’s American Medical Missionary College (AMMC) in 1895. The 
AMMC’s graduates were recognized by various state examining boards. 
Recognition even came from the London Medical Council, which Kel¬ 
logg called the “highest examining body in the world.” 12 Such public 
acceptance was highly significant. Up to this point, Adventists had con¬ 
sidered accreditation from outside bodies as a potentially corrupting 
influence on their institutions. Kellogg was the first to break with this 
tradition, and the AMMC produced the first Adventist professionals 
acknowledged by society at large. 

What precisely motivated the doctor’s reworking of Adventism? Kel¬ 
logg was clearly a new phenomenon in the church. He was a second- 
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generation Adventist, one of the first to make his presence felt within 
the denomination. He knew nothing of the collective experience of the 
Great Disappointment and was born at a time when the denomination 
was emerging from the Shut-Door period. He received his education 
in secular institutions and had chosen a vocation with professional sta¬ 
tus. All of this made Kellogg different from the Adventist pioneers, 
most of whom were farmers or poorly educated individuals. As able as 
they were, J. N. Andrews, Uriah Smith, and James and Ellen White 
had not received much formal higher education. Even among his own 
generation, Kellogg stood head and shoulders above most other work¬ 
ers in terms of educational achievement. He was well respected among 
his peers, having invented several influential fitness machines, made 
genuine contributions to medical science, and won a reputation as one 
of America’s leading surgeons. He was a member of several medical 
associations. He mixed with non-Adventists to a greater extent than 
other church members. Through his invention of cornflakes and influ¬ 
ential books on sex, he achieved a measure of fame unprecedented in 
the denomination. 

All of this enabled Kellogg to relate to society on a level different 
from that of other Adventists. The average member, minister, or leader 
generally viewed the rest of the community from the standpoint of 
church affiliation and related to non-Adventists primarily in order to 
warn them to separate themselves from America, the two horned beast. 
But Kellogg could approach the world as a medical professional, with 
a mission to heal—not damn—other Americans. This was probably an 
important factor in his distaste for sectarianism. With his superior ed¬ 
ucation, his fame, and his brilliant, if wayward mind, it was perhaps 
inevitable - that Kellogg would bring a new perspective to the church. 
That perspective took the form of a commitment to health reform and 
an Adventism untrammeled by sectarianism. He stood for a social, be¬ 
nevolent Adventism that was virtually devoid of theological content. It 
embodied a looser attitude to Sabbath keeping, included institutions 
approved by society, accorded a distinguished position to doctors, and 
fostered a spirit of medical innovation. 

At the turn of the century, it was apparent that Kellogg’s version of 
the Adventist dream was in the ascendancy. Battle Creek Sanitarium 
eclipsed all other church institutions in terms of influence; the MMBA 
employed more workers than the General Conference and conducted 
more effective missionary work than the church’s Foreign Missions 
Board. 14 The great question in Adventism at the time was whether the 
church would follow Kellogg or whether it would remain a clerically 
dominated organization. 

In the ensuing conflict, Kellogg set the medical network against the 
church hierarchy. He opposed the General Conference administration 
and declared the medical work independent of denominational control. 
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He even managed to keep the medical work free from the adminis¬ 
tration’s grasp following the reorganization of 1901. On the other 
hand, he ensured that a disproportionate number of MMBA repre¬ 
sentatives (six out of twenty-five) were elected to the enlarged General 
Conference executive committee. Both sides appealed for support from 
the church membership. Kellogg wanted the church’s brightest young 
people to go into medicine. Mrs. White urged them to go into the 
ministry. The prophetess allied herself with the church leaders, who 
in 1901 elected as president A. G. Daniells, a man capable of matching 
the imperious doctor. In 1907 Kellogg was finally banished, but he 
took the Battle Creek Sanitarium and the American Medical Missionary 
College with him. H 

Although Kellogg’s expulsion was a turning point in the history of 
the denomination, the event was not decisive. The clerical leadership 
did maintain control of the church, but it was unable to eradicate the 
form of Adventism Kellogg advocated. Adventist doctors continued to 
enjoy a special status within the church, continued to practice an “un¬ 
denominational” Adventism, and maintained the tradition of medical 
innovation. Kellogg was the archetypal Adventist doctor, and since his 
time, many of the church’s doctors have, in one way or another, caught 
some of his spirit. A good example was Percy Til son Maga n. He^was 
himself a Kellogg sympathizer w ho nevertheless remained within the 
denomlnatidhT'olIowing the doctor’s dismissal. Magan was not origi¬ 
nally a doctor but an educator who had helped establish an alternative 
form of Adventist education in the early 1900s. 15 He received his M.D. 
degree at the age of 46 from the University of Tennessee in 1914. He 
arrived at the church’s College of Medical Evangelists (CME) as dean 
in 1915 and was president of the institution between 1928 and 1942. 
Magan probably did more than any other person to build the medical 
school that became incorporated into Loma Linda University in 1961. 16 

Like Kellogg, Magan desired society’s recognition. When he became 
dean at CME, the institution had been established for a decade. The 
new college made tentative steps toward accreditation, and it received 
a C rating from the American Medical Association in 1911. Since this 
meant that graduates could not take recognized examinations, Magan 
described the rating as "utterly worthless.” He thus set himself the task 
of obtaining the coveted A rating, which, after Herculean efforts, was 
eventually granted in 1922. 17 Thus, within fifteen years of Kellogg’s 
dismissal, Adventism possessed another accredited medical institution 
that combined the prestige of the Battle Creek Sanitarium and the 
recognition of the AMMC. 

Following accreditation, the CME began to feed the church’s sani¬ 
tariums with qualified, recognized doctors. These sanitariums ex¬ 
panded rapidly, became more professional, and during the 1920s won 
an excellent reputation for their standard of health care. Glendale San- 



224 / ADVENTIST SUBCULTURE 


itarium in California and the Washington and New England facilities 
on the East Coast made impressive progress. Many of the sanitariums 
also added nursing schools, which produced an increasing number of 
Adventist nurses to support the growing community of doctors. 18 

It was not long before the prosperity of the medical institutions and 
the power of the doctors who ran them once again began to threaten 
the church. Adventist leaders felt that the sanitariums were consuming 
money that could be spent on foreign missions. They particularly crit¬ 
icized the cost of rebuilding the Glendale Sanitarium in 1924. At the 
Annual Council of that year, they called a halt to all further sanitarium 
expansion during 1925. 19 In particular, church leaders were concerned 
about the type of Adventism symbolized by the sanitariums. The med¬ 
ical flagship, CME, seems to have been different in this respect, but, 
in general, church leaders felt that the medical work, was drifting into 
worldliness. This was because of the spirit of professionalism and “univ- 
ersititus” (as leaders called it) that Adventist medicine engendered and 
because the popularity of the health institutions brought about an alien 
and unwelcome rapport with the world. 20 

All of this served to underline the fundamental differences between 
the Adventist doctor and the Adventist minister or administrator. 
There was no Kellogg, yet by 1930 medical work had developed in 
exactly the same way as it had before 1900. The sanitariums espoused 
the same unse ctarian Advent ism, and this caused the same"pToblems. 
The type of Adventism associated with Kellogg was not unique to him. 
Adventist__physirians were governed by their own traditions and those 
of the profession. Like the needle oTa compass, they naturally pointed 
in their own direction^ which always seemed to differ from that of the 
church T s~a 3 ministration. 

In the subsequent development of Adventist medicine, this diver¬ 
gence became clearer. One reason for this was the gradual disappear¬ 
ance of the old sanitarium ideal. In the beginning, Adventist doctors 
practiced in institutions in which patients were taught the principles of 
healthful living. Patients were seldom acutely ill and could be expected 
to stay for relatively long periods of time. Around the midcentury, 
however, the nature of health care in Adventist institutions began to 
change. Because of rising costs, patients stayed only as long as was 
necessary. They were normally seriously ill and were interested only in 
getting well, not in the long-term principles of health reform. These 
developments helped accelerate the changes in medical personnel and 
institutions. Doctors became practitioners of scientific medicine; sani¬ 
tariums were transformed into hospitals. These changes were also the 
result of new demographic trends. At first, Adventist sanitariums were 
located in the country, well outside metropolitan areas. As time passed, 
however, they became caught in the net of urban development. Whole 
suburbs grew up around them, and they had to become community 
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hospitals, with an emphasis on acute care, in order to remain viable 
institutions. 21 A good example is the Washington Sanitarium. When it 
was founded in 1907, it was located in the peaceful environs of Takoma 
Park, Maryland. By the 1960s it was surrounded by Greater Washing¬ 
ton. Its changing name reflected the evolution of Adventist health care. 
Originally known as the Washington Sanitarium, it was renamed the 
Washington Adventist Hospital in 1973. 22 

This change in medical practice was not, of course, confined to Ad¬ 
ventism. Doctors and medical establishments elsewhere underwent sim¬ 
ilar transformations. The change within Adventism, however, drove an 
even bigger wedge between Adventist health care and the rest of the 
church. Divorced from health reform, the church’s doctors and the 
hospitals in which they practiced became virtually identical to their 
counterparts in the outside world. This fact did not escape church lead¬ 
ers. In 1963 F. D. Nichol, editor of the Review, urged the church to 
curtail the growth of acute care hospitals and develop institutions to 
teach people the laws of health. In support of his case, Nichol produced 
a brochure that described the philosophy of the kind of institution he 
had in mind: 

This institution is unique and seeks to fill a distinct need. . . . Here you will 
receive both restful and tonic treatments—hydrotherapy and related types of 
physical medicine. . . . Here you may listen to medical specialists give lectures 
on how to follow rules to improve your health and to ward off sickness. . . . 
This is a place with all the advantages of a quiet vacation spot. . . . Why not 
come and enjoy a new kind of vacation that may help you live to enjoy many 
more in the future? . . . Not operated for the acutely ill or regular medical or 
surgical patients . 23 

One hundred years after Mrs. White’s Otsego vision, Nichol was 
trying to recreate a medical practitioner and an institution that had all 
but disappeared. The editor’s imaginary brochure highlighted the 
changes that had occurred in Adventist medicine. Adventist doctors 
now saw patients for an average of seven days, according to Nichol, 
not for the weeks and months that had been common in the nineteenth 
century. 24 They used the latest scientific techniques, not natural meth¬ 
ods. And they worked in hospitals that were concerned to provide the 
best in modern health care while remaining financially viable institu¬ 
tions. By the end of the 1960s, it was evident that the numerous Ad¬ 
ventist hospitals had more in common with each other in furthering 
these interests than with the general church body. It was therefore not 
surprising that the directors of the medical institutions should seek 
their own organization. 

In the 1970s five regional corporations of Adventist health institu¬ 
tions were created: Eastern and Middle America, North, Loma Linda, 
Sunbelt, and West. These corporations comprised the beginnings of 
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the Adventist health system. In 1982 a national organization, Adventist 
Health Systems/United States (AHS/US), was formed to oversee the 
medical work as a whole, although the regional subdivisions remained. 25 
The health institutions are thus the only segment of the church to form 
an alternative administrative and economic structure to the system of 
conferences and unions. Ironically, the formation of the national or¬ 
ganization represented, to some degree, the final realization of John 
Harvey Kellogg’s goals. For although AHS/US was created by an act 
of the Annual Council and it retains a majority of General Conference 
personnel on its board, it remains largely independent of clerical con¬ 
trol. Its headquarters are in Texas, not Washington, D.C., and it is 
largely self-financing. Its employees are paid at higher rates than other 
church workers, the hospitals having broken free of the denominational 
wage scale in 1979. It holds the power to acquire or close down hos¬ 
pitals. It functions much like the General Conference in that it provides 
central direction and pools the resources of its constituent institutions, 
so that stronger hospitals support weaker ones. 26 As the seventh-largest 
system in America, AHS/US enables Adventist health care to compete 
with other national corporations. The Adventist system was not left 
behind, for example, when American health care underwent another 
revolution in the tg8os, signified by the move from inpatient to out¬ 
patient treatment. As a result of the changes in health insurance in¬ 
troduced by President Reagan’s administration, patients found it more 
economical to be treated in outpatient departments for a few hours 
than to be admitted as an inpatient in hospital. Adventist hospitals ad¬ 
justed accordingly. 27 It meant, among other things, that the interaction 
between the doctor and patient became much less than the seven days 
about which F. D. Nichol complained in the 1960s. 

AHS/US provides an alternative Adventism to that practiced in the 
rest of the church. To visit the hospitals of the system today is to see 
an Adventism that is “of an undenominational, unsectarian, humani¬ 
tarian and philanthropic nature.” The hospital administrators empha¬ 
size that they seek to preserve a “Christian” rather than a specifically 
“Adventist” atmosphere. 28 Meat is sometimes served in the hospitals— 
something not countenanced in other Adventist institutions. Looser at¬ 
titudes toward the Sabbath generally prevail. The unsectarian nature 
of Adventist hospitals is epitomized by the fact that at least hall the 
medical and nursing staff are usually non-Adventist. For example, in 
1985 at Florida Hospital, a prosperous Adventist institution in the 
SunBelt, 66 percent of all employees were not members of the church. 29 
The Sabbath is probably the key factor in this state of affairs. The 
combination of downplaying the Sabbath’s importance and granting 
special Sabbath privileges to Adventist medical personnel undoubtedly 
facilitated the influx of non-Adventist doctors and nurses because they 
were not required to make sacrifices in regard to Sabbath observance. 
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The administration of church hospitals is still overwhelmingly Adven¬ 
tist, but it is not impossible to find a nonmember in the position of 
public relations officer. This is not insignificant: virtually anyone can 
speak for the work of an Adventist hospital. 30 

Within this setting, Adventist doctors have flourished. Their inde¬ 
pendence and professionalism have allowed them to constitute them¬ 
selves as the elite segment of the church and to advance medical prac¬ 
tice in the world beyond Adventism. The College of Medical Evangelists 
became part of Loma Linda University in 1961 and changed its name 
to the Loma Linda Medical School. In the years that followed, several 
of the institution’s staff made significant medical breakthroughs. Be¬ 
tween i960 and 1964, for example, Edward H. Hon developed meth¬ 
ods to monitor the condition of the fetus. Later, he moved to Yale and 
established there the world’s first fetal intensive care unit in 1969. His 
techniques proved successful in increasing the safety of childbirth and 
have been widely influential. In 1969 Life magazine, in a feature on 
the Loma Linda graduate, reported that Hon’s system reduced the 
number of Caesarean sections by three-quarters and the incidence of 
infant injuries by half. 31 

All of this was preparatory to Loma Linda’s Baby Fae operation in 
1984. Dr. Leonard Bailey’s controversial transplant of a baboon’s heart 
into the body of a baby girl startled the outside world. But it was not 
surprising to anyone acquainted with the tradition of the church’s doc¬ 
tors. Dr. Bailey was merely the latest in a long line of innovative Ad¬ 
ventist physicians. The Baby Fae transplant in many ways typified the 
history of Adventist doctors and the role they have played within the 
denomination. An advance was made, worldwide publicity was at¬ 
tracted, and Loma Linda confirmed its place as the best-known Ad¬ 
ventist institution. But this was achieved at the expense of long-standing 
Adventist traditions. Dr. Bailey and his associates had effectively 
brought about an “amalgamation of man and beast,” which Mrs. White 
had viewed as an abomination. 32 She referred to the sexual union of 
different species; the Baby Fae operation concerned the transposition 
of organs. Nevertheless, some Adventist members perceived the opera¬ 
tion to have effected an amalgamation not intended by God between 
human and animal kingdoms. Once again, the pursuit of scientific 
medicine was seen to be undermining the church’s religious princi¬ 
ples. 33 

I hroughout the history of Adventist medicine, the church’s medical 
professionals have rarely been free of the charge that they are sub¬ 
verting the theology and discipline of the denomination. The under¬ 
lying causes of this phenomenon are not difficult to discover. The 
church is a clerically dominated organization, and Adventist doctors 
constitute the only group with sufficient authority and independence 
to challenge clerical control. Ministers sometimes view doctors with sus- 
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picion. Doctors perceive ministers in equally negative terms. A survey 
of Loma Linda medical students in 1969 revealed that only 22 percent 
rated ministers positively, while 42 percent rated them negatively, con¬ 
sidering them to be poorly educated, insincere, and incompetent. 31 This 
rather condescending attitude is probably rooted in the superior status 
society accords to the medical profession. Ministers justify their actions 
in terms of Adventism’s distinctive theology; doctors can draw on the 
wider consensus of scientific opinion to back up their decisions. For 
this reason the church’s leadership sometimes defers to medical au¬ 
thority, particularly on ethical matters. The issue of abortion is a good 
example. In 1971, in the only statement they have made on the matter, 
General Conference officers did not make any attempt to resolve the 
ethical difficulties and did not draw on the Adventist theological tra¬ 
dition in formulating their guidelines. Instead, they deferred to the 
judgment of the church’s doctors for, they argued, “the performing of 
abortions” is “the proper business of responsible staffs of hospitals.” 
There were plenty of Adventist theologians and ministers who, on the 
basis of their interpretation of Adventist theology, were prepared to 
make a stand against abortion. But, officially, it was doctors’ concerns 
and the realities of their work in the public sphere that took precedence 
in determining the church’s open, noncommittal, position. 15 

Adventist doctors have, however, not been happy to rely solely on 
their own professional prestige. Since the 1960s, they have been in¬ 
volved in decisions with significant ethical and theological implications. 
The moral dilemmas posed by such issues as abortion, euthanasia, ar¬ 
tificial insemination, and interspecies transplants inspired the foun¬ 
dation of a center for ethics at Loma Linda University in 1984. Its 
director, Jack Provonsha , himself a physician, defended the Baby Fae 
operation against its critics within and without the denomination. The 
philosophy espoused by Provonsha makes no absolute distinction be¬ 
tween those factors that produce physical health and those that pro¬ 
mote spiritual growth. 36 This holistic approach has the effect of giving 
a religious sanction to health promotion, for that which effects physical 
well-being is also likely to facilitate spiritual development, and vice 
versa. Holism provides an ideology that validates the activities of health 
professionals in Adventist theological language. As such, it plays a sim¬ 
ilar function to Kellogg’s biologic living. Just as Kellogg wanted to see 
the mark of the beast as general spiritual and physical illness, so con¬ 
temporary holism diminishes the significance of traditional doctrines 
in favor of an approach that interweaves medical and theological ob¬ 
jectives. 

There is some indication that holism may become increasingly influ¬ 
ential outside of Adventist medical circles. In 1985 a survey indicated 
that religion teachers considered holism to be the church’s most im¬ 
portant contribution to theology. 37 If this health-related philosophy be- 
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comes a significant element in Adventist teaching, it will not be the 
first time that Adventist medicine has altered the direction of denom¬ 
inational education. In the 1930s, medicine brought about a shift not 
in the content but in the status of the church’s education. The accre¬ 
ditation of the medical school was a significant event in twentieth-cen¬ 
tury Adventism. Full accreditation meant that the College of Medical 
Evangelists could only accept students from recognized institutions and 
that Adventist colleges had to become accredited in order to send stu¬ 
dents to the medical school. This duly occurred in the 1930s, as each 
college, in turn, gained recognition. As the church’s colleges now had 
to meet the requirements of the state, it meant that they could never 
again be completely under denominational control. 38 

Church leaders watched this development with rising alarm. They 
knew it represented a fundamental and irreversible shift in the nature 
of Adventism. They were, however, powerless to do anything about it. 
They had bowed to the accreditation of the medical school because the 
U.S. Army had ordered that unless it had an A rating, Adventist stu¬ 
dents would be drafted. They did try to halt the accreditation trend in 
the mid 1930s, but by then it was too late. All the colleges wanted to 
prepare students for a medical career, which was rapidly becoming the 
most favored profession among Adventist young people. This, too, 
worried the General Conference, as it had disturbed church leaders of 
the Kellogg era. Several appeals were issued in the Review in the 1920s 
and 1930s urging young men to choose the ministry instead of medi¬ 
cine. On one occasion, General Conference president W. A. Spicer ac¬ 
tually described the interest in the medical profession as “the pull of 
the world.’’ 39 

But the process of accreditation was a clear demonstration of the 
special status of the Adventist doctor. The direction of Adventist ed¬ 
ucation was changed because Dr. Magan wanted full recognition of his 
school. Modern Adventist education was thus the result of the prece¬ 
dence accorded to medical training and the by-product of the Adventist 
doctor’s accommodation to the world. The full implications of this will 
be explored in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER 18 


Educators 


The accreditation movement of the 1930s was a turning point in Ad¬ 
ventist education. Thereafter, church schools and colleges were pri¬ 
marily concerned with preparing students for professional careers, and 
Adventist educators, particularly those in higher education, became in¬ 
creasingly preoccupied with their professional standing as academics 
and researchers. This bred a skeptical spirit toward the Adventist tra¬ 
dition, which, in its own way, paralleled that of the church’s doctors. 

In assessing the effects of this, it is tempting to believe that the Ad¬ 
ventist educator has always been in tension with other sections of the 
church. But the relationship between Adventist teachers and, for ex¬ 
ample, church leaders has not been quite so simple. For most of the 
denomination’s history, educators and leaders have shared the same 
presuppositions about Adventist education and have been equally re¬ 
sponsible for the development of the church’s vast school system. When 
disagreements have broken out, it has normally been over the teaching 
community’s desire to lake the denomination’s commitment to aca¬ 
demic endeavor to its logical conclusion and the leadership’s unwill¬ 
ingness to accept the consequences of policies they have themselves 
instituted. 

The establishment of the denomination’s first school at Battle Creek 
in 1872 reveals several assumptions that were prevalent in early Ad¬ 
ventism. One of these was the pioneers’ acceptance of the academic 
ideal. Intellectual development was important because, as James White 
believed, “a well disciplined and informed mind can best receive and 
cherish the sublime truths of the Second Advent.”' Another reason for 
the foundation of the school was the perceived need to train ministerial 
workers—again a major concern of James White. 2 A third lactor was 
the distrust of the public school system exhibited by the believers in 
general. This had, in fact, led to the establishment of several short¬ 
lived church schools in the 1850s and 1860s, before the emergence ol 
the Battle Creek School. 5 In other words, the pioneers’ tendency to 
distance themselves from society by replicating its institutions can be 
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seen in the creation of Adventist schools. Adventists revealed their dis¬ 
trust of American education by establishing an independent system of 
their own. But this was not the result of adherence to a specifically 
Adventist educational philosophy (there was initially no philosophy); 
rather, it was a function of the church’s drive toward institutional in¬ 
dependence.^ 

It was in keeping with this understanding that the church encour¬ 
aged two educated converts to run the first school. Adventist leaders 
did not appoint an established pioneer—something that might have 
been expected if Adventist education had been founded simply to in¬ 
culcate the church’s worldview. The chosen educators were Goodloe 
Harper Bell and Sidney Brownsberger. As teachers who had been ed¬ 
ucated in secular institutions and taught in public schools, they brought 
to the denomination the weight of their professional expertise. They 
were qualified to operate schools based on secular models, not on sec¬ 
tarian ideals. Bell founded the Battle Creek School. He started with 
twelve students at the old print shop of the Revieiu. He had become an 
Adventist after being treated at the Western Health Reform Institute 
in the late 1860s. He was noted for his mechanical teaching methods, 
his incessant drilling, his strict discipline, and a desire “to inspire his 
pupils with a spirit of cheerful, voluntary industry in study.” Bell was 
a grammarian who frequently used poets like Longfellow and Cole¬ 
ridge to illustrate his exercises, and he later published several successful 
books on the English language. 5 

Sidney Brownsberger arrived as head of the school in 1873, which 
left Bell free to concentrate on teaching. Brownsberger was studying 
classics at the University of Michigan in the 1860s when he became 
convinced of the Adventist message. He wanted to curtail his studies 
and enter the church’s ministry, but, as he recalled, James White “wrote 
me suggesting that it might be my duty ... to pursue my college course 
as there were but few comparatively that had so favorable an oppor¬ 
tunity as myself.” 6 Brownsberger was probably more of an educational 
thinker than was Bell, and he retained his enthusiasm for the classics. 
His basic academic outlook is evident in the subtle twist he gave to the 
Adventist hope: “When the Lord comes, Adventists expect to leave 
their farms, their business, and their homes, and take their brains with 
them.” 7 Accordingly, he introduced a rigorous five-year degree in the 
classics as the core program, when the school evolved into a college in 
1874. The college also offered degrees in science and English and di¬ 
plomas in business, ministry, and teaching. It was a measure of the 
secular nature of the college that Bible courses were not made com¬ 
pulsory and, in an early echo of the Adventism Kellogg later developed, 
the catalog of 1876 stated that “nothing in the regular course of study” 
was “in the least denominational or sectarian.” 8 

The college continued to operate under a classically dominated cur- 
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riculum for the rest of the decade. Brownsberger resigned in 1881 and 
was succeeded by Alexander McLearn, another recent convert. He 
knew very little about the church but was recommended to the college 
presidency by James White, who regarded McLearn as “a highly ed¬ 
ucated Christian gentleman." 9 McLearn’s tenure was disastrous—not so 
much because of his tenuous Adventist links but because of certain 
aspects of his personality. He was not a disciplinarian, and he liked to 
interfere in the running of college departments. Disagreements with 
Bell precipitated the latter’s resignation in April 1882. A few months 
later, owing to the General Conference’s perception that the “policy of 
the school has been gradually changing, becoming more and more like 
that of the worldly schools around it,” the college was shut down by 
the Adventist leadership. 10 

The closure of Battle Creek College marked the end of the first 
phase of Adventist education. Because of the glaring lack of an “Ad¬ 
ventist” content in the school, it is usually viewed as a puzzling episode 
in denominational history. Adventist writers tend to dismiss the period 
as a false start, as the product of un-Adventist educators who somehow 
slipped through the denominational net. 11 But far from being an ac¬ 
cident, the development of independent education was in keeping with 
the nature of early Adventism, which emphasized the autonomy rather 
than the philosophical peculiarity of church institutions. In keeping 
with this, secular authors were studied, traditional curriculum practices 
adopted, and educators with flimsy denominational ties were placed in 
positions of authority. These developments accorded perfectly with the 
attitudes of James White, who seemed content for Adventist education 
to replicate the public school system. The progress of Adventist edu¬ 
cation from Bell to McLearn was underpinned by, and made possible 
through, the attitudes of the Adventist leadership. Thus, the idea that 
the college was closed because it had become like worldly schools ap¬ 
pears to have been misplaced. The practices of the college had scarcely 
altered since its foundation. The change was rather to be found in the 
attitudes of Adventist leaders after the death of James White in 1881. 
The resignations of Bell and Brownsberger coincided with a new desire 
in the church to make the curriculum more distinctive. The closure of 
the college signified that church leaders had changed their minds 
about denominational education. The college had not become more 
worldly; the Adventist community had become more sectarian. 

It was Ellen White who inspired the revision of educational policy. 
At first, this involved criticizing the methods of the college’s principal 
teachers. In 1880 she accused Bell of making “grammar his idol.” 12 He 
had made it “the one all-important study . . . and some had left college 
with only half an education.” 13 In a speech read in the college hall in 
December 1881, she implicitly held Brownsberger responsible for tak¬ 
ing the college to “a position that God does not approve.” 14 It was in 
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this speech that Mrs. White advocated change. She stated that “the 
study of the scriptures should have the first place in our system of 
education,” for “as an educating power the Bible is without a rival.” 
She also argued that agriculture and practical trades should be intro¬ 
duced “to instruct the students in the various departments of physical 
labor.” In advocating a biblically based education, Mrs. White rejected 
the classical curriculum of the church’s pioneer educators. She broke, 
too, with her husband’s emphasis on intellectual development. She 
urged a practical, sectarian education that was better adapted for min¬ 
isterial training. 16 

Although she had made some earlier observations on Adventist 
schools, Mrs. White’s educational philosophy developed in reaction to 
the college at Battle Creek. 16 The early educators did not depart from 
a blueprint laid down by Ellen White; she rejected the principles es¬ 
tablished by them. But it was not for another twenty years, until she 
published her classic work Education, that all her ideas came to fruition. 
The book brought together a number of themes she had emphasized 
repeatedly in the late nineteenth century: the centrality of the Bible; 
the benefit of manual labor; the importance of character; and the ne¬ 
cessity of firm, but not mindless, discipline. Mrs. White argued that 
education must produce balanced, Godlike individuals for both earthly 
and heavenly existence. In a much quoted passage, she wrote: 

True education means more than the pursual of a certain course of study. It 
means more than a preparation for the life that now is. It has to do with the 
whole being, and with the whole period of existence possible to man. It is the 
harmonious development of the physical, the mental and the spiritual powers. 
It prepares the students for the joy of service in this world and for the higher 
joy of wider service in the world to come . 17 

The prophetess presented this philosophy in a religious context. “In 
the highest sense,” she wrote, “the work of education and the work of 
redemption are one.” 18 

Despite the force of Mrs. White’s arguments, they did not perma¬ 
nently change the attitudes of Adventist educators. Like the church’s 
doctors, most denominational teachers were governed by their sense of 
professionalism and found it either difficult or undesirable to reverse 
the course they had set for the school system. Brownsberger, for ex¬ 
ample, founded another institution at Healdsburg, California, in 1882, 
which later became Pacific Union College. According to one Adventist 
historian, he established there “an almost exact replica of the academic 
program of Battle Creek College.” 19 Even Battle Creek, when it re¬ 
opened under Wolcott Littlejohn in the 1883—84 school year, continued 
to offer a classical course. 110 While later presidents such as W. W. Pres¬ 
cott established a more biblically based curriculum and others, such as 
E. A. Sutherland, attempted a practical and labor-oriented program, 
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mainstream Adventist educators cannot be said ever to have followed 
Mrs. White’s philosophy completely. 21 Sutherland’s reforms were short 
lived and controversial. So, too, was his plan, which other Adventist 
colleges followed for a time, to dispense with academic degrees. He 
did, however, succeed in moving the college from Battle Creek to a 
more rural location in Berrien Springs, Michigan, and his reformist 
inclinations were to some extent reflected in the institution’s change of 
name to Emmanuel Missionary College in 1901. 22 

At the turn of the century, the Adventist church also possessed a 
wide and expanding elementary school system. The teachers at these 
institutions were supplied primarily by Battle Creek College, which had 
assumed the role of a teacher training institution. Elementary school 
teachers appeared to have faithfully put into practice Mrs. White’s 
ideas. 23 But any hope that their counterparts in higher education would 
follow her philosophy in the years after the publication of Education 
foundered in the accreditation process. By 1930 there were six Ad¬ 
ventist colleges: Emmanuel Missionary and Union in the central states; 
Atlantic Union and Washington Missionary (later Columbia Union Col¬ 
lege) in the East; and Pacific Union and Walla Walla in the West. By 
1942 all six had been recognized as senior colleges by American ac¬ 
crediting associations. 2 ' 1 Thereafter, Adventist colleges developed within 
the liberal arts tradition. 

The liberal arts concept of education was undergoing a revival in 
America in the 1930s. 25 It was in keeping with this trend that Adventist 
colleges were accredited and began offering—as they still do—a broad- 
based training in the sciences and humanities. Students were prepared 
for professional careers, and Mrs. White’s redemptive ambitions for the 
church’s education were pushed into the background. At first, the most 
important of the professions was medicine, but in time, Adventist in¬ 
stitutions offered options in other fields. In 1937 M. E. Kern founded 
the Adventist Theological Seminary, which meant that Adventist min¬ 
isters could obtain training comparable to that of the church’s growing 
group of professionals. 26 

The 1930s accreditation process fundamentally altered the concerns 
of Adventist educators. In the three decades following Mrs. White’s 
speech at Battle Creek, teachers had conducted a lively debate about 
the education system. After the prophetess died, this debate was con¬ 
tinued by Frederick Griggs. Chairman of the General Conference Ed¬ 
ucation Department in the early part of the century and president of 
Emmanuel Missionary College between 1918 and 1924, Griggs advo¬ 
cated a philosophy that mediated between traditional education and 
Mrs. White’s reforms. 27 After accreditation, however, Adventist edu¬ 
cators ceased to think creatively about educational philosophy. Their 
new concerns were survival, consolidation, and the maintenance of the 
colleges’ hard-won recognition. Financial considerations, enrollment 
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levels, and the quality of degrees became the prime indicators of suc¬ 
cess. In other words, it was the problem of having, rather than forming, 
an educational system that now preoccupied Adventist educators. 

Another possible reason for the lack of attention to educational the¬ 
ory was the development within the church of a concept of scholarship. 
Again, this was a direct consequence of accreditation. In order to obtain 
recognition, Adventist colleges sent staff to acquire doctoral degrees at 
outside universities. The individuals who undertook such studies be¬ 
came increasingly enamored with their status as professional scholars 
and researchers, with the result that the energy once expended on 
defining the role of Adventist education was now largely spent on de¬ 
fining their own role within Adventism. After the General Conference 
established Andrews University (an amalgamation of Emmanuel Mis¬ 
sionary College and the Theological Seminary) in 1959 and Loma 
Linda University (which joined the College of Medical Evangelists with 
the church’s La Sierra College) in 1961, it was inevitable that these 
institutions would prove fertile breeding grounds for the independent 
Adventist scholar. 28 The concerns of this new type of teacher were re¬ 
flected in the pages of the denomination’s Journal of True Education in 
the 1960s. Discussions of hitherto unexplored concepts, such as aca¬ 
demic freedom, became common and revealed the interests of those 
in the denomination for whom academic respectability was fast becom¬ 
ing an article of faith. 29 

Eventually, then, Adventist college teachers came to see themselves 
as scholars rather than educators. This change was not envisaged by 
Ellen White, and it did not conform to her sectarian educational phi¬ 
losophy—even though she did write, as the liberal Adventist professor 
never failed to point out, that an object of Adventist education is to 
produce individuals who are “thinkers, and not mere reflectors of other 
men’s thought.” 30 The modern Adventist professor was largely a cre¬ 
ation of church leaders. Whatever their initial reservations, they ac¬ 
cepted accreditation, nurtured liberal arts colleges, and made the de¬ 
cisions that provided the resources for the denomination’s universities. 
They supported the expansion of graduate education, encouraged tal¬ 
ented individuals to secure Ph.D. degrees, and employed only those 
teachers with the best academic qualifications. It was clear, once the 
dust of accreditation settled, that the General Conference wanted an 
educational system that compared with the best in outside society. What 
they found difficult to accept were the consequences of their own pol¬ 
icies. 

The most important result of the formation of a community of schol¬ 
ars within the denomination was the establishment of an academic or¬ 
ganization, the Association of Adventist Forums (AAF), in 1968. The 
association was largely the brainchild of Roy Branson, an ethicist at the 
Theological Seminary. The church’s doctors, who through the accre- 
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ditation movement had sparked the growth of Adventist scholarship, 
also helped to foster this new development. A physician, Molleurus 
Couperus, was appointed as the first editor of the AAF quarterly jour¬ 
nal Spectrum, and the medical community gave generous financial sup¬ 
port to the organization. 31 But the AAF might not have succeeded if 
General Conference officers had not supported the organization and 
the aims and objectives of its constitution. The General Conference 
approved the existence of an independent, academic organization in 
the denomination. 32 It is difficult to know exactly what the church hi¬ 
erarchy expected, but the founders of the AAF were determined to 
carry out the obligation “to examine . . . freely ideas and issues relevant 
to the church in all its aspects.” 33 The contributors to the AAF’s quar¬ 
terly, Spectrum, faithfully followed the journal’s objective “to look with¬ 
out prejudice at all sides of a subject.” 34 The effects were far reaching. 
The AAF gave Adventist academics the opportunity to turn their schol¬ 
arly expertise on the Adventist tradition, sometimes to devastating ef¬ 
fect. Professors from the denomination’s colleges, universities, and sem¬ 
inary published in Spectrum critical articles on Adventist theology and 
history. This provided the educated Adventist, and other members who 
cared to look, with a new view of the church and its development. 
Spectrum became a meeting place for those in the church who believed 
in the benefits of academic freedom. Donald McAdams, an academic 
who took a leading role in the demythologizing of Ellen White in the 
1970s, summed up the position of Adventist scholars: “We have no 
choice but to be honest at heart, acknowledge facts, and seek the truth.” 
To McAdams “the search for truth is, after all, the basic premise upon 
which Adventism is founded.” 35 

The other effect of the publication of Spectrum was on the denomi¬ 
nation’s media. Initially, the journal was an academic publication, which 
specialized in scholarly debate. But toward the end of the 1970s, Spec¬ 
trum began hiring trained journalists to report objectively the affairs of 
the church. It was a form of journalism of which the denomination 
had relatively little experience. Spectrum took on the role of an inde¬ 
pendent press. As a result, General Conference leaders were unable to 
control the publication of information in the same way their prede¬ 
cessors had done. The AAF journal did not immediately affect the 
Review, which under Kenneth Wood (editor from 1966-82) continued 
to present an uncritical view of the Adventist church. In this respect, 
Wood did not depart from the tradition of Review's two most powerful 
editors in the twentieth century, F. M. Wilcox and F. D. Nichol. But 
when William Johnsson took over the editorship in 1982, he realized 
the Review would cease to be credible if readers had to go to elsewhere 
in order to find accurate information about the church. Johnsson thus 
began reporting more openly the issues and problems that faced Ad¬ 
ventism. 36 In a similar way, the denomination’s clerical paper, Ministry, 
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took to reporting doctrinal debates in the manner that Spectrum had 
pioneered. The AAF’s journal also created the climate for other, more 
radical publications to appear. In 1983 an independent magazine, Ad¬ 
ventist Currents , was founded, which styled itself as “an unauthorized 
free press supplement to official Seventh-Day Adventist publications.” 
In these ways, Spectrum opened up a closed society to a freer circulation 
of information. 

For the most part, church leaders kept to themselves whatever res¬ 
ervations they had about the activities of Adventist scholars. Indeed, 
throughout the 1970s, they continued to serve as advisers both to the 
AAF and Spectrum. However, there was one preoccupation of the ac¬ 
ademic community that proved more sensitive than others. This was 
its dissatisfaction with the denomination’s hierarchical structure. Arti¬ 
cles advocating the reform of Adventist government appeared at reg¬ 
ular intervals in Spectrum , 37 In 1982 the AAF commissioned a special 
task force to work out proposals for an alternative administrative sys¬ 
tem. After two years, the task force reported in Spectrum , calling for a 
democratic church, open elections, freedom of information, and the 
end of the General Conference oligarchy. 38 Adventist leaders were not 
slow to perceive this threat, and later in the year, the church president 
Neal Wilson finally ostracized the organization. He rejected the notion 
that “ Spectrum is the most authentic source of information regarding 
church affairs” and attacked “the AAF and Spectrum” for “actively urg¬ 
ing what appears to us to be irresponsible concepts of, and changes in, 
denominational administration, operations, structure and organiza¬ 
tion.” 39 That Wilson was the individual who made this statement was 
particularly ironic. In the late 1960s, as president of the North Amer¬ 
ican division, he was heavily involved in setting up the AAF. In the 
mid 1980s, he attempted to close a Pandora’s Box that he himself had 
opened. 

It did not, however, prove easy to silence the AAF. Historically, the 
organization was the product of an increasingly well-educated com¬ 
munity that the provision of Adventist graduate education had created. 
The close connection between the AAF and the educational system was 
one of the sources of its strength. The organization’s members were 
drawn from the colleges, and the colleges often provided the location 
for meetings of chapters of the AAF. It would be wrong to conclude 
from this that all church academics were equally critical of the Adven¬ 
tist tradition. Within the faculties of the colleges, universities, and theo¬ 
logical seminary, professors held different positions. Adventism’s schol¬ 
arly community was not entirely homogenous. The criticism generally 
reserved for the church’s beliefs could be turned on the work of fellow 
academics, with equally effective results. For example, the impact of 
Ronald Numbers’s Prophetess of Health (1976), the book that first un¬ 
dermined the authority of Mrs. White, was dented by the skepticism 
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of colleagues whom Numbers might have expected to be more sym¬ 
pathetic. This undoubtedly aided church officials in their efforts to 
counter the damage to the Adventist prophetess. 40 Similarly, Desmond 
Ford’s challenge to the sanctuary doctrine in 1980 was blunted by the 
lack of unequivocal support from the church’s theologians, even though 
surveys indicated that many shared the same doubts. A united stand 
at Glacier View might have achieved a major revision of belief. As it 
turned out, the uncertainties of the theologians left the doctrine vir¬ 
tually intact and provided church officials with the opportunity to fire 
the troublesome professor. The theologians complained about this af¬ 
terward, but in fact they did not act with Ford. As Donald McAdams 
has observed, Adventist college faculty members “do not make good 
followers.” 41 This is one reason why the General Gonference is usually 
able to contain the potential threat of highly educated academics. When 
it matters, the Adventist academic community is rarely a cohesive force. 
The outrage expressed by church scholars following Glacier View per¬ 
haps had less to do with the conviction that Ford was treated unfairly 
than it did with the realization that they had been outmaneuvered by 
the administration that had used them to discredit the Australian theo¬ 
logian. 42 

Nevertheless, the removal of Ford marked the end of an era. The 
spirit of open enquiry that had burned brightly with the founding of 
the AAF in 1968 was quenched by the events of 1980. Glacier View 
defined the limits of academic freedom in the modern church and left 
Adventist scholars defeated on the sidelines. All sections of Adventism 
now took advantage of the academic community’s weakened position. 
At two colleges, Pacific Union in Galifornia and Southern Missionary 
in Tennessee, church members conducted a successful campaign 
against individuals whom they considered to be heretical teachers. The 
campaign resulted in the resignations in 1983 of the respective presi¬ 
dents, John Cassell and Frank Knittel. 43 The grass-roots movement at 
these colleges appears to have been inspired by the Review. In an un¬ 
usually sharp editorial in ig8o, Kenneth Wood attacked “the strange 
winds of doctrine that blow on some campuses” and backed parents 
who wanted to send their children to church schools that taught “his¬ 
toric Adventism.” 44 Ghurch officials themselves either sacked or forced 
the resignations of dissident academics. When the opportunity arose, 
they installed acceptable personnel. The best example of this latter pro¬ 
cess was the appointment, against the staffs wishes, of the hard-line 
traditionalist Gerhard Hasel as the dean of the Theological Seminary 
in ig8i. 45 In the view of many professors, Hasel’s deanship, which 
lasted until ig88, badly damaged the seminary’s academic reputation. 4b 
All of these developments were connected with Glacier View. Church 
leaders, recognizing the opportunity, took the initiative from Adventist 
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scholars, who had for twelve years led the denomination into strange, 
uncharted territory. 

The church’s academics went through a difficult time following Gla¬ 
cier View. They made an attempt to reassert the principle of academic 
freedom in the Atlanta Affirmation, a seven-point charter signed by 
seventeen college professors in 1981. 47 They also met with denomi¬ 
national leaders in several “consultation” meetings in 1980-81 that 
were designed to rebuild the bridges between them. 48 But the period 
was one in which Adventist scholars were in retreat. The professors 
realized this better than anyone and reportedly gathered on Adventist 
campuses to sing bitter parodies of well-known hymns against the 
church president, Neal Wilson. In one hymn. Rust and Obey (a parody 
of Trust and Obey) they sang: 

When we work for the church 

We’ll be left in the lurch 

If we choose Wilson’s creed not to sign. 

While we do Wilson’s will, work abides with us still 
And with all who will rust and obey. 

Rust and obey, for there’s no other way 
To avoid unemployment than to rust and obey . 19 

Such hymns revealed the problem in Adventist education that had 
been present from the day that Goodloe Harper Bell founded the first 
school. Adventist teachers are both denominational employees and 
professionals who work in institutions modeled on secular equivalents. 
As such, they are expected to adhere to the church’s beliefs as defined 
by their employers. At the same time they must attain the standing and 
adopt the attitudes demanded by the profession. The dilemma is per¬ 
fectly illustrated by the history of another set of educators, the church’s 
scientists. Adventism has never possessed a scientific community as 
such, but Adventist scientists have, like other academics, argued among 
themselves, challenged the church’s traditions, and run into bitter con¬ 
flict with General Conference leaders. An examination of Adventist 
science is also important in view of the contribution it has made to 
American creationism. 

Adventism’s best-known creationist was George McCready Price. He 
promoted antievolutionism in the first half of the twentieth century, 
deriving his views from Ellen White and interpreting them in the light 
of Baconian principles. Price believed in a literal six-day creation and 
in an earth that was no more than 6,000 years old. In the 1920s, his 
trenchant attack on evolution brought him to the attention of the public 
outside Adventism, and he became, in the view of one critic, funda¬ 
mentalism’s leading creationist apologist. 50 Price wrote his first book in 
igo2, a work published at his own expense, called Outlines of Modern 
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Science and Modem Christianity. In the next twenty-five years, there fol¬ 
lowed over twenty other books. His magnum opus was The New Geology, 
published in 1923, which represented a monumental effort to correlate 
geological data with the Genesis flood. It was this book that secured 
his reputation. At the famous Tennessee evolution trial of 1925, Price's 
work was cited by the prosecution’s main witness, William Jennings 
Bryan. 51 

Most of Price’s theories denied the principles of geological science. 
He did not recognize progressive order in the geological column or 
the concept of thrust faults (or overthrusts) by which geologists ex¬ 
plained instances of out-of-order sequence in stratified rocks. He re¬ 
fused to believe in the validity of index fossils as geological dating de¬ 
vices or in the occurrence of continental glaciation. To explain the 
layering in the geological column, he invented a “law of conformable 
stratigraphic sequence,” which proposed that “any kind of fossileferous 
rock . . . may be found conformably on any other kind of fossileferous 
rock.” In this way, he held that the arrangement of the column was 
arbitrary. 52 Like Mrs. White before him, he believed the Genesis flood 
accounted for the geological record. 58 

Price’s influence waned in the middle of the century, but two years 
before his death in 1963, his views were rehabilitated with great success 
by the non-Adventists [ohn Whitcomb and Henry Morris in the book 
The Genesis Flood. This book marked the rebirth of the creationist move¬ 
ment in the United States, and Morris went on to become the leading 
creationist of the next two and a half decades, founding the influential 
Institute for Creation Research in 1972. Many observers noted, cor¬ 
rectly, that this new movement was little more than a revival of the 
philosophy of Price’s New Geology . M The Seventh-day Adventist geol¬ 
ogist was the founding father of the creationist movement that became 
such a marked feature of American life in the 1970s and early 1980s. 

Ironically, Price’s theories were most effectively challenged by other 
scientists in his own church. Harold Clark, a biology teacher, used the 
New Geology in his classes at Pacific Union College until his fieldwork 
in 1938 led him to conclude that the geological column “seemed to 
have a definite order which could not be denied.” 55 Clark also studied 
the question of glaciation, index fossils, and thrust faults. They all ap¬ 
peared to be valid geological concepts. The only problem was how to 
explain the data in a way consistent with a short chronology and a 
worldwide flood. Clark solved this with an ingenious “ecological zon- 
ation” theory. He postulated that the natural world was arranged in 
distinct zones. When the flood came, it simply buried organisms in this 
orderly arrangement. The geological column therefore represented 
“not ages of time, but stages of flood action—the burial of the zones 
or habitats of the antediluvian world.” 56 Clark published his findings 
in The New Diluvialism in 1946, a milestone in the church's creationist 
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literature. Price was so shocked by the acceptance of the geological 
column that he suggested Clark’s explanation was “a theory of Satanic 
origin.” 37 But it was Clark’s views that eventually prevailed and became 
the church’s accepted position. 58 

A little over a decade after the publication of The New Diluvialism, 
the General Conference made a contribution to the debate by estab¬ 
lishing the Geoscience Research Institute (GRI). In keeping with the 
pursuit of academic respectability that had resulted in the establishment 
of Andrews and Loma Linda Universities, the institute was founded in 
1958 so that church scientists could conduct research in geology and 
biology. 59 As with the universities, the General Conference wanted a 
center of academic excellence and encouraged promising individuals 
to gain the necessary scientific qualifications to make the institute cred¬ 
ible. Again, it was not clear precisely what the General Conference 
envisaged, but like the Association of Adventist Forums, the institute 
was soon busily undermining Adventist traditions. 

It is important to note that several GRI staff were very conservative. 
The institute’s first director was Frank L. Marsh, whose books, Evo¬ 
lution, Creation, Science (1947) and Studies in Creationism (1950), strongly 
defended Ellen White’s creationist framework. Later, GRI scientists 
Harold Coffin and Ariel Roth saw themselves as keepers of the 
church’s faith. Nevertheless, in much the same way as the denomina¬ 
tion’s colleges, the institute became a breeding ground for the inde¬ 
pendent Adventist scientist. The experiments of Peter Hare, the re¬ 
search of Richard Ritland, and the work of Harold James and Ed 
Lugenbeal cast what appeared to be serious doubts on a 6,000-year 
chronology and on the efficacy of the Genesis Hood. These conclusions 
derived from the discovery that radioactive dating was apparently much 
more reliable than Adventist scientists had previously supposed, that 
the layered fossil forests at Nova Scotia and Yellowstone Park suggested 
an earth of great age, and that the distribution of animals and plants 
in the geological record suggested some kind of evolutionary devel¬ 
opment. On this basis, the liberal scientists at GRI rejected the expla¬ 
nations of Harold Clark just as he had rejected the ideas of McCready 
Price. 60 

The views of Hare, Ritland, James, and Lugenbeal dominated the 
institute in the ig6os. It seemed possible that these scientists would 
change the church’s understanding of the earth’s origins until the Geo¬ 
science Field Conference in 1968. At this meeting of church leaders 
and Adventist scientists, several speakers seriously questioned tradi¬ 
tional creationism. Adventist officials became so alarmed that they 
started to abort the proceedings. This was not necessary, however, be¬ 
cause the scientists proved to be divided among themselves—Coffin 
and Roth defended the 6,000-year chronology and the Genesis flood. 
As would be the case at Glacier View, the way was now open for the 
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General Conference to take control. The church president Robert Pier¬ 
son issued a resolution instructing GRI personnel to refrain from rais¬ 
ing problems in public and exerted pressure on the institute to abandon 
its open-ended approach. The institute’s liberal scientists were then 
placed in a situation where they felt they had no option but to resign. 1,1 

The dramatic events of the 1968 Geoscience Field Conference re¬ 
mained hidden from the general membership. However, to the per¬ 
ceptive eye, the polarization that had occurred among Adventist sci¬ 
entists could be detected in two books published in 1969 and 1970. 
The first, Creation—Accident or Design? by Harold Coffin, supported 
the two traditional answers to the evolutionary theory: the young earth 
and the Genesis flood as the main cause of the geological record. Sig¬ 
nificantly, Coffin cited Ellen White as a scientific authority on over 
seventy occasions. 62 In the second book, A Search for Meaning in Nature, 
Richard Ritland did not repeat established Adventist views. He main¬ 
tained a discreet silence about the age of the earth, questioned the 
influence of the flood, and made only one passing reference to Ellen 
White. 63 While Coffin addressed himself “to the task of helping God’s 
remnant people to preserve an intelligent faith,” Ritland argued that 
accepted explanations “very often . . . impair or repress inquiry pre¬ 
maturely.” It was, therefore, “continually essential to re-examine and 
test the validity of theories and basic assumptions.” 64 

In the 1970s, the Geoscience Research Institute was governed by Cof¬ 
fin’s traditional, rather than Ritland’s open-minded, philosophy. Rit¬ 
land resigned as director of the institute in 1971. Thereafter, the in¬ 
stitute’s staff became increasingly estranged from their liberal 
colleagues and, ironically, found more in common with fundamentalist 
creationists such as Henry Morris. At the beginning of the 1980s, GRI 
personnel became involved in the public debate about the teaching of 
evolution and creation in American schools. Coffin, Roth, and another 
Adventist creationist, Robert Gentry, testified for creation legislation 
in Arkansas at the highly publicized court case of 1981.“ 

At the very moment that GRI scientists were presenting creationism 
to the nation, support for evolutionary theory was growing within the 
church. A survey in 1980 showed that 39 percent of Adventist scientists 
believed the earth to be around 4.5 billion years old. 66 In 1983 an ed¬ 
itorial in the Review acknowledged that Adventist creationism was “un¬ 
der fire,” and in 1984 Peter Hare, one of the original members of the 
Geoscience Research Institute, argued that the strict creationist view 
was an extreme position that should only be taught in an historical 
context. He believed that creation and evolution might be a false di¬ 
chotomy and actually advocated the teaching of evolution “as a working 
model.” 67 

These developments should be kept in perspective. A group that is 
coming to terms with evolution more than a century after Darwin is 
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hardly in the vanguard of intellectual progress. As Donald McAdams 
wryly observed: “by the standards of American academia, Adventist 
academics are, as a whole, just to the left of Atilla the Hun.” 68 It is not 
so much the individual intellectual enterprise of Adventist scholars that 
has aligned Adventist education with secular thought as the institutional 
framework within which they operate. The spread of evolutionary ideas 
would not have been so rapid if the Geoscience Research Institute had 
not been set up in 1958. Like the church’s other educational institu¬ 
tions, it became a center that eroded Adventist beliefs. The church’s 
colleges, universities, seminary, and institutes were all manifestations 
of the Adventist proclivity to replicate secular institutions. They were 
designed to insulate Adventists from the rest of society. But in the field 
of education, this replication proved self-defeating. It produced a com¬ 
munity of academics and scientists who narrowed the gap between the 
church and the world. 



CHAPTER 19 


The Self-Supporting 
Movement 


It is often difficult to tell if an institution is owned and operated by 
the Seventh-day Adventist church. In the hospitals run by Adventist 
Health Systems, the majority of the staff are often non-Adventist, and 
the type of patient care is determined by the latest developments in 
medical science and the everpressing need to balance the budget, rather 
than the natural principles espoused by Ellen White. In Adventist 
schools and colleges, the primary focus is usually on obtaining the 
grades required to follow a professional career. Teachers generally use 
the same books and advance the same arguments as their secular col¬ 
leagues. In both colleges and hospitals, the most urgent concern is the 
need to remain economically viable in a competitive market. The views 
on education and health that Ellen White propounded in the closing 
years of the nineteenth century may inform the long-term objectives 
of these institutions, but there is little evidence that they have any in¬ 
fluence on short-term planning. 

The same cannot generally be said of the hospitals and schools op¬ 
erated by Adventist laypeople independent of denominational control. 
There are numerous such institutions, including hospitals, colleges, aca¬ 
demies, health food restaurants, small industries, and farms. 1 These 
are, however, not just ventures that happen to be owned by Adventist 
persons but self-conscious attempts to realize the Adventist ideal out¬ 
side the structure of the church. Although affiliated to a denomina¬ 
tional organization, Adventist-Laymen’s Services and Industries (or 
ASI), the self-supporting institutions represent an implicit criticism of 
what is considered to be the church’s willingness to compromise its 
distinctive beliefs and practices. Despite their diversity, most self-sup¬ 
porting institutions follow a similar pattern. z Usually in a rural area 
and located on agricultural land, the Adventist community operates a 
small health care facility, a school, and various basic industries. There 
may also be a vegetarian restaurant or health center in a nearby town. 
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Many of those who work in the town will commute to and from the 
rural base. All employees, whatever their titular role, will probably per¬ 
form some kind of manual labor. The wages paid to everyone are ex¬ 
tremely low, and the wage differential between a physician and a gar¬ 
dener is marginal. 

The best-known institution of this type is Wildwood Sanitarium, lo¬ 
cated in Georgia, close to Chattanooga, Tennessee. The small hospital 
is run on the principles advanced by Ellen White and pioneered by 
Kellogg. Although staffed by qualified physicians, the medical facilities 
are limited, and the sanitarium specializes in postoperative care, “no¬ 
hope” cancer victims, and lifestyle readjustment for those with cardiac 
problems. The regimen is based on natural remedies: daily water treat¬ 
ment, a diet free of animal products, moderate exercise, and fresh air 
in delightful surroundings. At the Weimar Institute in northern Cali¬ 
fornia, Ellen White’s educational principles are put into practice, and 
the students work for fifteen hours a week alongside their teachers in 
one of the campus industries. The college, which offers bachelor’s de¬ 
grees in religion, health, and agriculture, is unaccredited by either Ad¬ 
ventist or government bodies, as it is feared that this would require 
some modification in a curriculum that does not separate educational 
and spiritual concerns. 

The difference between the self-supporting approach to education 
and that of denominational and secular schools is perhaps clearest at 
the elementary level. Children do not take part in competitive sports 
but may spend part of each day gardening. Dress may also be unusual. 
Girls do not wear trousers or sleeveless dresses, and boys do not wear 
shorts. Incipient male-female relationships are discouraged, and the 
focus of all teaching is on a religious understanding of the world. Grad¬ 
ing is not competitive. Schools run by the denomination are regarded 
as “worldly.” The result of this refusal to conform to contemporary 
secular expectations is that students may experience some difficulty in 
rejoining mainstream education. In addition to whatever social and psy¬ 
chological difficulties may be encountered in moving from a school 
run on the plans of late nineteenth-century educational reformers, 
there is the added difficulty, at college level, of gaining acceptance for 
credits earned at a nonaccredited institution. However, unlike other 
Adventists, those at self-supporting institutions do not encourage the 
view that professional education is an ultimately desirable end. The 
dignity of manual labor is emphasized, and the merits of agricultural 
work are particularly extolled. It is the spiritual and not the material 
welfare of the individual that is considered to be of primary impor¬ 
tance, and employees of self-supporting institutions take seriously the 
belief that true spirituality may necessitate material sacrifice. 

In theology, the employees of self-supporting institutions retain their 
allegiance to fundamentalist Adventism, emphasizing the human na- 
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ture of Christ, the work of sanctification, and the need for moral per¬ 
fection. They place great trust in supernatural intervention in everyday 
life and perceive God’s direct involvement in the development of self- 
supporting work. They regard the changes that have taken place within 
Adventist theology since Questions on Doctrine with undisguised suspi¬ 
cion. 3 

There is considerable tension between the conservative Adventists 
associated with independent institutions and the educational and ad¬ 
ministrative authorities of the church. Places like Wildwood are the 
bases from which conservative leaders call for revival in the church and 
a return to traditional values. Notable in this regard has been Colin 
Standish, an Australian educator, formerly dean of Weimar and sub¬ 
sequently president of another self-supporting enterprise, the Hartland 
Institute in Virginia. In conjunction with his twin brother, Russell, he 
has written numerous books upholding traditional Adventist views on 
theology and education and criticizing the church’s leadership for its 
openness to secular influence. 3 In return, church leaders, particularly 
those in denominational colleges, complain bitterly about what they 
perceive to be the disruptive effects of conservative polemic.’’ The de¬ 
bate is carried on by both sides with a fair amount of odium theologicum. 
The conservatives consider that the church has been hijacked by a mi¬ 
nority of liberal intellectuals, while their opponents argue that the self- 
supporting ideal represents a narrow-minded and anachronistic re¬ 
sponse to contemporary problems. 

The fissures that underlie these disputes are difficult to trace. Con¬ 
servative Adventism is an important and complex phenomenon that 
has been unduly neglected by the church’s scholars, many of whom 
wish that it would simply disappear. As a result, any analysis must re¬ 
main tentative, for it is not immediately clear that theological tradi¬ 
tionalists, health enthusiasts, educational conservatives, and self-sup¬ 
porting workers form a united group. In what follows, it is argued that 
there is a sufficient degree of historical continuity, doctrinal similarity, 
and institutional overlap to indicate that there is an identifiable move¬ 
ment that, although it contains several currents of opinion, represents 
a particular kind of response to mainstream Adventism. 6 

The movement was formed in two stages. The first was the devel¬ 
opment of an alternative type of Adventist institution in the form of 
Madison Sanitarium, Tennessee, founded in 1904. The second was the 
return to the ideals of Ellen White by those displeased with trends in 
Adventism since the Second World War. The first stage represented 
the emergence of a separate tradition within the church; the second 
embodied a reaction to a church that was perceived to be changing 
beyond recognition. 

Madison was the creation of two senior educators who had the en¬ 
thusiastic support of Ellen White. 7 At the turn of the century, E. A. 
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Sutherland was president of the denominational college at Battle Creek. 
Along with the dean, Percy Magan, he attempted reorganization. The 
transfer of Battle Creek College to Berrien Springs, Michigan, and its 
redesignation as Emmanuel Missionary College represented a success 
for Sutherland’s vision of missionary education in a rural setting. But 
the victory was achieved at a cost. The church’s membership lost con¬ 
fidence in the college, enrollment plummeted, and, amid bitter criti¬ 
cism, Sutherland and Magan resigned. But as one experiment failed, 
the opportunity to start another emerged. 

Edson White’s independent work for blacks in the South had sug¬ 
gested to his mother that an agriculturally based program might ben¬ 
efit poor southern whites. Accordingly, Sutherland and Magan moved 
to Tennessee, where a farm was purchased and a school established. 
Ellen White was particularly excited about the project; in 1908 she 
penned “An Appeal for the Madison School.” She remained on the 
school board (the only occasion she ever held such a position) until her 
death, and she recommended that “every possible means should be 
devised to establish schools of the Madison order in various parts of 
the South.” 8 Her interest continued, and while at Madison on a picnic 
arranged in her honor, she suggested that a sanitarium might be built. 9 

Her advice on both counts was soon heeded. A sanitarium was es¬ 
tablished, and Sutherland and Magan, both in middle age, qualified 
as physicians. In 1924 the Layman Foundation was organized. It was 
designed to foster the growth of rural self-supporting units that were 
offshoots of the mother institution. In the years before the Second 
World War, about forty such units were established. One unit some¬ 
times spawned another. Thus, in 1924 the Layman Foundation pur¬ 
chased a farm near Knoxville, Tennessee, which became the basis for 
the little Creek Sanitarium and Academy, and in 1950 a teacher went 
from Little Creek to establish Laurelbrook School on a farm near Day- 
ton. 10 Of the one thousand Madison graduates, over one-quarter went 
on to work in self-supporting institutions—far more than were em¬ 
ployed by the denomination itself. 11 Thus, a network was created that 
provided an alternative to the system offered by official church insti¬ 
tutions. 

Although some of its progeny survive, Madison itself was closed in 
1964, one year after being transferred to denominational control. Its 
failure was precipitated by the state’s requirement that the hospital be 
rebuilt to higher standards, but the underlying causes of decline lay in 
the postwar prosperity of the young, who no longer needed to work 
in order to be able to study, and the declining commitment of the staff 
for whom Madison was no longer a pioneering institution. The closure 
did not herald the demise of the self-supporting work, for a major new 
center had emerged at Wildwood. 12 Although influenced by Madison, 
Wildwood was not an offshoot. Rather it represented a return to the 
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vision of Ellen White by the members of a younger generation, notably 
W. D. Frazee, who were inspired by the ideal of rural Adventist com¬ 
munities as centers of health evangelism. Although it was initially dif¬ 
ficult to find medical staff committed to natural remedies, the sani¬ 
tarium gradually succeeded in developing a favorable local reputation. 
The subsequent development of a vegetarian restaurant in Chatta¬ 
nooga set the pattern for several of Wildwood’s numerous daughter 
institutions, which operate successful restaurants in major cities such 
as New York and London. 

Wildwood appears to have taken on Madison’s role as the inspiration 
for a wider movement. But the differences are instructive. Madison 
was founded by the church’s leading educators, at the direct behest of 
Ellen White, with a view to its being an integral part of the denomi¬ 
nation’s work in the South. The initiative that resulted in the formation 
of Wildwood did not come from the church’s established leadership, 
nor did it represent any currently authorized policy; it derived from 
the spontaneous recommitment of private individuals to an earlier set 
of ideals. The oppositional stance implicit in the development of Wild¬ 
wood and its offshoots is clearer still in the foundation of the Weimar 
Institute in 1977. 13 

The Hewitt Research Foundation, a consultancy designed to foster 
traditional Adventist health and education programs, was organized in 
1969, funded by a gift from a wealthy Loma Linda couple. In 1976 its 
director, Raymond Moore, published a book, Adventist Education at the 
Crossroads, that argued that denominational education had grown in¬ 
creasingly ineffective because of its failure to create a balanced work- 
study schedule grounded in agriculture and oriented toward religion. 11 
These ideas were viewed sympathetically by a group of Adventists in 
California, and the Weimar Institute was set up, specifically in order 
to realize the goals that other church schools had not achieved. Despite 
protests that the institute’s work is not “in opposition to, or in com¬ 
petition with, the program and institutions of the church,” 15 the very 
existence of an alternative college, inspired by criticism of established 
practices and competing for students in a shrinking market, reveals the 
inherent conflict between mainstream Adventism and its conservative 
wing. 

However, the two stages in the development of the self-supporting 
movement do not necessarily represent a significant shift in orienta¬ 
tion. The movement is both an alternative tradition within Adventism 
and a reactionary response to contemporary change; it has a distinct 
but continuous history and yet also provides a current critique of the 
mainstream church. This dual function is facilitated by two factors. 
First, the expansion of self-supporting work and its ability to absorb its 
own graduates may exacerbate any initial tension by developing an in¬ 
dependent way of life parallel to that of the mainstream. Second, the 
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tradition itself was formulated in conscious opposition to Adventist ed¬ 
ucational practices of the nineteenth century. In responding critically 
to the mainstream, the self-supporting movement remains true to its 
own origins. 

This alternative philosophy was most clearly articulated by E. A. 
Sutherland in his book Living Fountains or Broken Cisterns , published in 
1900. 16 It traces the history of education from the Garden of Eden 
through the Israelite schools of the prophets and follows the devel¬ 
opment of medieval universities to the current condition of church and 
state education in America. The central argument is that contemporary 
American education is heavily reliant on papal procedures propagated 
by the Jesuits. The granting of degrees, the rote learning of classical 
languages, and the method of Socratic doubt are all cited as examples. 
In contrast, the study of nature is suggested as a bulwark against doubt, 
and the development of practical skills is advised to counteract the ill 
effects of rote learning. Sutherland believed that all education—even 
mathematics—should have a religious content. In 1901 he published a 
book entitled Mental Arithmetic in which the required calculations in¬ 
volved puzzling out the chronology of the Hebrew kings and comput¬ 
ing tithe payments. 17 

Sutherland’s arguments were of peculiar relevance to his Adventist 
audience, for they neatly synthesized the reformist educational views 
of Ellen White with her great controversy theme. For Sutherland and 
his followers, educational philosophy became a major issue in the dis¬ 
pute between Christ and Satan, but it was a dispute in which main¬ 
stream Adventism appeared to be firmly located on the wrong side. 
Prior to Sutherland’s reforms, Battle Creek College offered a B.A. de¬ 
gree that could be earned only through an extended study of Greek 
and Latin literature. Adventist education embodied precisely those 
characteristics Sutherland abhorred. 

According to Sutherland’s successors, Adventist schools continue to 
exemplify the failings of contemporary education. In a recent study 
authored by the Standish brothers, many of Sutherland’s themes are 
reiterated, but there is also a subtle shift of emphasis. Sutherland had 
argued that “a failure to make the development of thought—indepen¬ 
dent thinking, in fact—the main object in instruction stamps any 
method of teaching as papal.” 18 For the Standishes, the issue is no 
longer the thoughtless repetition of classical grammar but the view that 
“academic freedom is necessary for the pursuit of truth.” 19 Their re¬ 
sponse is that “the freedom cries are based upon the fundamental error 
that freedom will lead to truth, while Christ clearly declares that it is 
the reverse—truth will lead to freedom.” 20 

The context in which Sutherland wrote was different. He was pro¬ 
posing radical ideas in opposition to the educational traditionalists of 
his day. His followers are writing against moral relativism rather than 
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intellectual dogmatism and in the modern world appear conservative. 21 
It is, however, the prevailing intellectual climate rather than the self- 
supporting philosophy that has changed. Its central tenet remains the 
view that education is best undertaken through direct involvement with 
nature. The Standishes repeat Ellen White’s statement that “study in 
agricultural lines should be the A, B and C of the education given in 
our schools” 22 and conclude that “true Christian education will offer 
every opportunity for students to gain an education in the pursuits of 
the soil.” 23 Such activities will, the authors argue, help to develop pa¬ 
tience, responsibility, self-discipline, and obedience to rules. It is an 
approach that reflects Sutherland’s idea that God’s laws are embedded 
in nature and the belief that man can learn them through contact with 
the natural environment. As Sutherland put it: “At his work of dressing 
the garden, Adam learned truths which only work could reveal. As the 
tree of life gave food to the flesh, and reminded constantly of the men¬ 
tal and spiritual food necessary, so manual training added light to the 
mental discipline.” 24 

A comparable discrepancy exists between the philosophies of the self- 
supporting health facilities and those of the Adventist health system. 
W. D. Frazee distinguished “genuine medical missionary work” from 
other medical work by its ability to meet three criteria. According to 
Frazee, a medical missionary should ask himself 

1. Is my work done wholly from love—unselfish, self-sacrificing 
love? 

2. Am I more concerned with leading people to obedience of na¬ 
ture’s laws than I am in relieving symptoms? And are the methods 
I am using accomplishing that result? 

3. Is my great goal in all my work the winning of souls for Christ 
and his message? And is the program I am following, the work I 
am doing, producing souls that I can present to Jesus at his com¬ 
ing? 23 

In practice, these principles are interpreted to mean that health profes¬ 
sionals should receive much less than the customary remuneration, that 
symptom relieving drugs should be avoided, and that distinctive Ad¬ 
ventist beliefs should be presented to patients. This is the basis on which 
Wildwood and similar sanitariums are run. Other Adventist hospitals 
charge and pay commercial rates; make extensive use of drugs; and 
emphasize that a Christian, rather than a specifically Adventist, at¬ 
mosphere prevails. In health care, too, denominational institutions de¬ 
fine themselves primarily by professional and commercial standards, 
while independent institutions are operated on specifically Adventist 
guidelines. 

Self-supporting ventures thus not only have a long history indepen¬ 
dent of the denomination but also have an independent philosophy, 
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which gives full weight to Ellen White’s reformist ideals in a way that 
denominationally operated institutions have never done. It would thus 
be a mistake to imagine that self-supporting centers preserve the ethos 
and ideals of earlier generations of mainstream Adventists. Even the 
first Adventist institutions, Battle Creek College and the Western 
Health Reform Institute, did not realize these principles. On the con¬ 
trary, the ideals of health and education that Ellen White advanced 
were formulated as a criticism not so much of existing secular practices 
but of contemporary Adventist practice. Adventist institutions predated 
Ellen White’s ideals for them. They did not depart from those ideals; 
they never changed enough to realize them. Self-supporting institutions 
represent an implicit criticism of the denominational system because 
they are founded on Ellen White’s explicit criticism of that system. 
They have an independent ancestry that goes back to Ellen White’s 
writings; denominational institutions were founded, not on the basis of 
a written program but in emulation of similar secular institutions. Self- 
supporting and denominational institutions do not share a common 
origin. 

This conclusion points to the fact that among self-supporting workers 
there exists a form of Adventism that is not so much deviant or an¬ 
achronistic as it is alternative. It is true, however, that the self-sup¬ 
porting philosophy was formulated in the 1890s and that the theology 
of the movement preserves the beliefs and concerns of the turn of the 
century—the transitional period between Adventist radicalism and Ad¬ 
ventist fundamentalism. But the movement was born at a time when 
mainstream Adventism was divided. In the crisis of 1900-1905, Ad¬ 
ventist radicalism, in the form of Kellogg and his associates, was forced 
outside the denomination. The new fundamentalism downplayed 
health, harmony with nature, and social service in favor of revivalist 
evangelism and clearer boundaries between the sacred and the secular. 
The self-supporting movement, however, represented an alternative re¬ 
sponse to the crisis based on a synthesis of radical and fundamentalist 
ideas. Sutherland and Magan, who were suspected of being Kellogg 
sympathizers, retained his devotion to nature, natural remedies, and 
understanding of life in which there was little division between sacred 
and secular. Unlike Kellogg, they went a step further by sacralizing 
almost every activity. They rejected modernism and retained an un¬ 
swerving loyalty to Ellen White. 26 

The self-supporting movement may be viewed in historical terms as 
an alternative form of Adventism that developed from a synthesis of 
conflicting trends at the turn of the century. But what of the contem¬ 
porary position of the movement and its interrelationship with the 
mainstream of the church? The most prominent self-supporting insti¬ 
tutions have some ties with the church. At Weimar, for example, both 
students and faculty may spend only a limited period at the institute 
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before returning to denominational employment or education. The 
leadership is drawn from the upper echelons of the church itself. Be¬ 
fore becoming dean, Colin Standish was president of the church’s Co¬ 
lumbia Union College in Maryland; his successor, Herbert Douglass, 
was previously an associate editor of the Review ? 1 Within mainstream 
Adventist education, such people are rather isolated individuals. In the 
context of the self-supporting movement, they are at the center of a 
network that propagates their ideas. 

Members of this network who are not attached to any particular cen¬ 
ter keep in touch through a constant interchange of magazines, manu¬ 
scripts, and tapes. One publication that acts as a forum for this ex¬ 
change is The Layworker, a quarterly magazine published in California. 28 
Ironically, the journal originally supported the early perfectionism of 
Brinsmead but failed to move with him when he changed his position. 29 
It now advertises tapes by contemporary opponents of Brinsmead, such 
as the Standish brothers. Although leading figures in the self-sup¬ 
porting movement do not write for The Layworker, the magazine pro¬ 
vides a meeting place for many of the Adventist church’s other con¬ 
servative critics. The editor recommends the work of William Grotheer, 
a former Bible teacher at the Madison school who publishes a news¬ 
letter entitled Watchman, What of the Night ? 30 Another bulletin, Pilgrim's 
Waymarks, produced by Vance Ferrell of the Pilgrim’s Rest organization, 
receives similar commendation. 31 Both publications are devoted to 
monitoring denominational compromises with the secular world, but 
neither is as hostile to the Adventist mainstream as the newsletter of 
the Hoehn Research Library, written by Hermann Hoehn, a contrib¬ 
utor to The Layworker, 32 Hoehn, who specializes in producing unflatter¬ 
ing cartoon representations of the General Conference president, is not 
a figure with whom the more sober leaders of conservative Adventism 
wish to identify. But he operates within the same Adventist subculture. 
The individuals who write in The Layworker and similar publications 
sometimes espouse ideas eccentric to Adventism, but in the main, they 
are faithful to the traditional emphases maintained in the self-sup¬ 
porting movement. The letters reveal that efforts are being made to 
put the movement’s philosophy into practice by persons isolated from 
self-supporting centers: 

For the last six weeks, I have been developing our ten acres. I have my land 
all paid for. I have had tractor clearing and septic tank put in, a garden spot 
and clearing for a garden. I have spring water running on the garden and a 
permit for my mobile home. The garden is planted now, so 1 am preparing 
for the crises. My wife is dragging her feet. I haven’t lost interest in mission 
work, but I feel its time to get out of the city. So I am preparing to set a mobile 
home on my land. At present I have a travel trailer there and developing fstc]. 11 

As such correspondence demonstrates, the ideals of the movement 
are shared and expressed by conservative Adventists who sometimes 
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single-handedly attempt to realize its objectives. Thus, although the 
movement’s constituency extends beyond institutional boundaries, 
there remain common goals, acknowledged theological leaders, and es¬ 
tablished channels of communication. The self-supporting movement 
is not an organized sect with uniform beliefs and established hierar¬ 
chies, but an interlaced network of people, places, and publications that 
share certain ideals and have a common heritage. Within this context, 
any one center is best understood not as an institution but as a com¬ 
munity, for the primary purpose of a self-supporting unit is not to 
provide any one service or facility but to create an integrated program 
of industries and services that will minimize the center’s reliance on 
external support. 

Frazee suggests an eschatological justification for this. In Another Ark 
to Build, he argues that just as Noah built an ark in an age of confusion 
and wickedness, so in the last days, the saints will need oases of safety. 
“The ‘ark,’ ” he states, “is a complete little program that God gave our 
people to establish outside every city; a farm, a school on that farm, a 
little sanitarium connected with it, [and] an evangelistic center.” 3 ^ Fra¬ 
zee envisages that these communities will cater to refugees from the 
cities and be able to provide home-grown food to Sabbath keepers un¬ 
able to purchase supplies because of the final Sunday law. In other 
words, these centers aim to be socially and economically self-contained. 
Although a great deal is purchased from outside, a well-developed, self- 
supporting community will be able to provide its members with em¬ 
ployment, food, basic supplies, education for children, and health care 
for the sick. Life can thus be lived with little direct contact with the 
outside world. Contact is, however, often made, chiefly for purposes 
of evangelism and health promotion. But the boundaries between the 
community and the world are emphasized through geographical dis¬ 
tance and the community’s mildly distinctive forms of dress and be¬ 
havior. 

The self-supporting community is able to realize the ideal of self- 
sufficiency far more effectively than the man who wrote to The Lay- 
worker describing his efforts to set up a mobile home on ten acres. 
Individual survivalists may share the same objectives as a self-support¬ 
ing community, but their goals can only be fully attained within a social 
framework. In this respect the movement functions as an accelerated 
version of mainstream Adventism, which also takes people out of the 
world and places them within a largely self-contained social environ¬ 
ment. 

Self-supporting institutions may thus be seen to realize the com¬ 
munitarian impulse within Adventism—the desire to separate from the 
world and to live according to God’s plan without compromise or in¬ 
terference. Mainstream Adventism has fulfilled the first of these ob¬ 
jectives, but not the second. The self-supporting movement is not the 
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first attempt to deal with the problem. From the days of Millerism, 
Adventists have shown marked interest in communitarian experiments. 
Many former Millerites joined the Shakers, 35 while others founded 
communities of their own. The Celesta community in Pennsylvania was 
founded in 1852, and the Adonai-Shomo group, which observed a sev¬ 
enth-day Sabbath, in 1861. 36 Neither of these experiments directly in¬ 
volved Seventh-day Adventists, but both reveal the openness of other 
Adventists to regulated forms of social grouping. For white Seventh- 
day Adventists, institutional growth has largely satisfied the need for 
community. Significantly, it was a black minister, J. K. Humphrey, who 
in his dream of Utopia Park envisaged Adventism’s most remarkable 
dissident community project. 37 (Blacks had benefited little from the 
expansion of medical and educational work.) Similarly, the self-sup¬ 
porting movement may create an opportunity for marginal whites to 
become socially integrated into an exclusively Adventist environment. 
Madison was founded to help the poor rural whites of the South, and 
self-supporting centers continue to provide employment and training 
for the unskilled. Most denominational institutions have a heavy con¬ 
centration of skilled and professional jobs. For new converts who are 
more likely than their fellow church members to be of low socioeco¬ 
nomic status, the self-supporting movement may provide more oppor¬ 
tunities than the mainstream church. It is not, therefore, altogether 
surprising that at the self-supporting Oak Haven center in Michigan, 
80 percent of the work force were reported, in the early 1980s, to be 
new converts. 38 

At a time when the mainstream church finds it difficult to inspire 
commitment among white Americans, the self-supporting movement is 
one of the few areas of growth. It seems primarily to attract whites, 
both from within and without the church. As the racial balance of the 
American church shifts toward blacks and Hispanics, the self-support¬ 
ing movement may become a more significant element in white Ad¬ 
ventist experience. It is even conceivable that with the passing of time 
it may become defined less by its alternative philosophy than by its 
racial constituency. In the meantime, the movement is differentiated 
from the rest of the church by its greater distance from contemporary 
American customs. 

But the self-supporting movement also represents the antithesis o( 
mainstream Adventism for a totally different set of reasons. It has 
grown through the individual initiative of laymen rather than the bu¬ 
reaucratic procedures of the church. In particular, it has allowed 
wealthy individuals, both Adventist and non-Adventist, the opportunity 
to promote a dissident form of religious expression. The Adventist 
church’s economic base has always been the systematic, small-scale gen¬ 
erosity of a high percentage of its membership. The self-supporting 
movement has been financed by a few rich individuals and maintained 
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by the sacrifice of its members. In other words, the self-supporting 
movement, which represents the ideal of egalitarian cooperation, has 
been promoted through the power of individual capital concentration, 
while mainstream Adventism, which espouses a set of values a little 
closer to the American ethos, is founded on bureaucratically controlled 
schemes of funding. 

The paradox should not be overstressed. For in its reliance on in¬ 
dividual benefactors, the self-supporting movement is following in a 
long-established tradition in which the wealthy finance organized 
forms of self-denial. Monasticism is but one example; others may be 
found in the communitarian experiments of eighteenth- and nine¬ 
teenth-century America. F. D. Nichol was the first to compare the self- 
supporting movement to a monastic order. He suggested that just as 
the various orders within Catholicism contributed to the vitality of the 
church despite their diversity, so in Adventism the ASI was an inde¬ 
pendent but positive force. 39 Nichol’s point is valid. Like monasticism, 
the self-supporting movement represents a rigorous interpretation of 
the ideals of the church, combined with a strong reaction against the 
laxity with which these ideals are usually enforced. Although the move¬ 
ment, like Catholic monasticism, embodies an implicit criticism of the 
church’s worldliness and is a base for rigorist revivalists, it also provides 
an outlet for zealous individuals whose enthusiasm might otherwise 
lead them outside the church and attracts those for whom the church 
might otherwise have little to offer. The movement permits adherence 
to the Adventist denomination through partial opposition to it. In this 
it may be seen to function in relation to Adventism in precisely the 
same way that Adventism functions in relation to the mainstream of 
American life. As an intensification of the Adventist experience, the 
self-supporting movement replicates that experience in microcosm. 



CHAPTER 20 


Conclusion: The Revolving 

Door 


Some religious organizations are impossible to join. Others are almost 
impossible to leave. Most fall between the extremes of exclusivity and 
inclusivity. They have boundaries that can be crossed in both directions. 
This is certainly true of American Protestantism. Only about 60 percent 
of people remain within the denomination in which they are brought 
up. 1 But one church’s loss is usually another’s gain. 2 Some denomina¬ 
tions maintain a steady total membership that disguises a high turnover. 
A growing church combines numerous gains with few losses. In decline, 
the ratio is reversed. A denomination may thus be characterized by the 
flow of people through its entrances and exits. Its relationship to other 
groups can be clarified by the source of its gains and the destination 
of its losses. Churches appear to be static bodies continuous through 
time. But those with a shifting constituency can be seen not as discrete 
entities but as processes through which a constant stream of individuals 
may pass. This final chapter looks at Adventism as a process. It seeks 
to account both for the diversity within the church and for the position 
of Adventism within American society. 

For about the first seven years of its existence, Adventism was a 
movement that was impossible to join. The door of mercy was deemed 
to be shut, and so entrance to the movement was also barred. Adventists 
were so estranged from the surrounding culture that they did not even 
recruit from it. 3 When the entrance was opened in the 1850s, converts 
came through, at first in a trickle, later in a flood. Who were these 
people? And where did they come from? A study of the accounts of 
the Review and Herald for 1869 provides an answer to these questions. 
The subscribers, who could have been drawn to the movement only 
during the previous decade, were remarkably homogenous. Seventy- 
eight percent of those in Michigan were farmers or farm operators, a 
state in which farmers numbered 38 percent of the population as a 
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whole. A mere 5 percent of subscribers were unskilled laborers, com¬ 
pared to 31 percent of the general population. In 1860 the people 
entering Adventism were relatively affluent members of isolated rural 
communities.^ 

What happened to them and their descendants? It is difficult to an¬ 
swer that question directly, but a survey conducted in California in the 
1930s provides a clue. Adventists were still disproportionately involved 
in agriculture, but they were also overrepresented in clerical and tech¬ 
nical occupations. 5 How did the change come about? A national survey 
conducted in 1950 revealed that although the number of Adventist 
farmers was now about average, the proportion in the older generation 
was almost twice as high as that in the younger age group. Of farmers’ 
children, only 26 percent still worked in agriculture, while over 55 per¬ 
cent had become technical, clerical, or skilled workers. The occupations 
in which Adventists were now overrepresented were of a professional/ 
technical or craft nature. 6 

What was to be the fate of the next generation? The 1950 survey 
pointed to the probability that they would move into the professions. 
Twenty-nine percent of the employed children of those in clerical/sales 
occupations, 26 percent of the children of craftsmen, and 28 percent 
of the children of managers had already moved into the professional/ 
technical field. Of those whose parents were professionals, 47 percent 
had taken up similar employment. In 1950, 31 percent of Adventists 
were in professional/technical occupations, a figure four times higher 
than the national average. 7 If the marked tendency of Adventist youth 
to embark on professional careers continued, one would anticipate that, 
thirty years later, Adventists would be massively overrepresented in the 
professional classes. 

In 1986 the Institute of Church Ministry, in association with Don¬ 
nelley Marketing Information Services, used marketing research tech¬ 
niques to profile the Adventist membership in the United States. In 
this project, the population was divided into forty-seven clusters of eco¬ 
nomic and lifestyle characteristics, which were combined into ten mul¬ 
tifactor cluster groups. Although Adventist members were drawn from 
higher status groups than were Adventist converts, they were found to 
be markedly underrepresented in the first group, the group with the 
highest proportion of professionals, and underrepresented to a lesser 
degree in all of the top four groups. 8 The everenlarging body of Ad¬ 
ventist professionals indicated by the 1950 survey seemed to have dis¬ 
appeared. At midcentury, Adventists already had four times the av¬ 
erage number of professionals in their ranks, and were moving into 
the professions in large numbers. Just over a generation later, most of 
these people seemed to have vanished. Where had they gone? The 
absence of data precludes the possibility of any conclusive answer to 
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this question, but there is enough evidence to draw some tentative con¬ 
clusions. To do this it is necessary to review the process by which the 
convert enters more fully into the Adventist experience. 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Adventists recruited 
heavily from among the farmers of the western states. A successful 
farmer was often an affluent man, and Adventists were rarely the poor¬ 
est members of the community. But life was hard. Farmers and their 
families were unlikely to have received more than a rudimentary ed¬ 
ucation. They were self-sufficient, but their manners were coarse and 
their social skills limited. Adventism sought to remedy these deficien¬ 
cies. Converts were exhorted to exercise self-restraint in every area of 
life and to develop the ability to work harmoniously with their fellow 
believers. Ministers were the agents appointed to effect this transfor¬ 
mation. They were expected to improve their congregations, both 
through the model decorum of their own behavior and by maintaining 
religious and social discipline. 9 

When the church started offering education for the children of its 
members, the school became the chief means of socialization. Just how 
important church schooling was in effecting the integration of the 
young into Adventist society was revealed in the 1950 survey “Seventh- 
Day Adventist Youth at the Mid-century.” There was, it appeared, a 
direct correlation between the amount of Adventist education a young 
person received and the likelihood of his or her becoming and re¬ 
maining a member of the church. Most children educated outside the 
denomination, or with only eight grades of Adventist schooling, had 
left the church. 10 

Here, then, was a contrast. For the first-generation Adventist, the 
convert, the primary point of contact with the denomination was the 
local congregation. Through the work of the minister, church elders, 
deacons, and Sabbath School teachers, the convert was brought to a 
fuller understanding of the principles of the church. For the second- 
generation member, these values were mediated by another institu¬ 
tion—the school. While their parents probably attended church on only 
one day a week, Adventist children (especially after the initial phase of 
denominational education) were likely to receive some form of religious 
instruction on five subsequent days. In the school, behavior compatible 
with Adventist values was encouraged, along with academic excellence. 

However, the 1950 survey indicated that while Adventist schooling 
encouraged children to maintain the religion of their parents, it was 
liable to discourage them from following the same occupation. The 
convert, traditionally a farmer or skilled worker, was generally pur¬ 
suing a career that required little formal education. The successful 
completion of an Adventist education provided new opportunities un¬ 
available to the previous generation. The education that facilitated con¬ 
tinued church involvement also enabled the second generation to 
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change their social and occupational status. At this point, another ele¬ 
ment of the Adventist experience emerges—church employment. 

Converts, unless young, were likely to have preexisting economic ties. 
Where employment was incompatible with Sabbath observance, con¬ 
verts might change jobs or become self-employed. But they were un¬ 
likely to become full-time employees of the church. Their skills, as 
farmers and craftsmen, were not those in high demand in Adventism. 
For the second generation, the situation was different. One of the func¬ 
tions of Adventist education was to train workers for the cause. The 
net result of this was that the successful completion of an Adventist 
college education not only confirmed students in their faith and dis¬ 
tanced them from the occupational roles of their parents, but also 
equipped them to engage full-time in the work of the organization. To 
complete an Adventist education was to be fully trained as a potential 
church employee. 

In the 1950 survey, 11 percent of employed Adventists worked for 
the church. Of these, a clear majority of both men and women were 
engaged in professional/technical occupations. 11 The range of activities 
covered by this designation was probably wide. The Adventist church 
needed ministers and administrators. It also required teachers for de¬ 
nominational schools, doctors and nurses for hospitals and clinics, plus 
all the personnel to teach these professions. For the second-generation 
Adventist, or the young male convert, the ministry was often the most 
accessible and appealing of these careers. It combined very directly the 
goals of religious and educational improvement and, for the convert, 
offered a unique opportunity to pass on his experience to others. For 
most second-generation Adventists, however, the other professions 
might have seemed more attractive. For women, teaching and nursing 
appeared as the two main options. For both sexes, but predominantly 
for men, medicine was an alluring career. 

At midcentury, those in church employment accounted for a signif¬ 
icant proportion of the total number of Adventist professionals. These 
people were, it is safe to assume, usually the products of Adventist 
education. Once again, it is worth contrasting their position with that 
of the previous generation. For the mature convert, association with 
Adventism began and ended with church membership. For a successful 
member of the second generation, the Adventist church might also 
have provided education and employment. Affiliation to the church 
was thus a more complex affair, involving loyalty to an employer and 
respect for values received in education as well as allegiance to a par¬ 
ticular congregation. 

The t 95 ° survey indicated that the role toward which Adventist 
youth seemed most inclined to move was that of the denominationally 
employed professional. Thus, the question arises: What happened to 
the children of the second generation? The survey showed that almost 
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half the children of those in professional/technical occupations had ob¬ 
tained employment in the same sphere. A fair proportion of these 
young people must have been not second-, but third-generation Ad¬ 
ventists, for whom denominational education and employment was not 
a novelty but a recapitulation of their parents’ careers. Unfortunately, 
the 1950 survey did not differentiate between different types of profes¬ 
sional career. But impressionistic evidence suggests that for those whose 
parents were already in professional/technical employment, the most 
attractive careers were in the health professions. The church’s medical 
school, intended to train staff for denominational hospitals in the 
United States and overseas, for a long time constituted the only form 
of recognized professional education available within the church. As 
such, it was the best means for second- and particularly third-genera¬ 
tion Adventists to move beyond the educational level of their parents 
while staying within the Adventist system. 

Becoming a doctor, dentist, or nurse was, and to some degree re¬ 
mains, the natural culmination of the Adventist experience. The phy¬ 
sician is, in Ellen White’s words, “God’s nobleman,” someone with a 
work abov e that even of th e ordained ministry. 12 The status of the 
profession is enhanced by theTong years oFtraining necessary to qual¬ 
ify. In a system where good students are usually good Adventists, a 
career open only to the best students is naturally accorded a certain 
reverence. In Adventism, the authority of doctors extends well beyond 
mere professional competence, for they are individuals who are as¬ 
sumed to have realized the shared ambitions of the church community. 
Doctors complete twenty years of education, most of it probably in 
denominational schools, and are acknowledged experts on health—a 
major Adventist preoccupation. One further factor adds to doctors’ 
status: their professional position is recognized not only by Adventists 
themselves but also by non-Adventists. Despite having been trained 
within Adventism, denominationally educated physicians have a qual¬ 
ification equally acceptable outside the church. 

This is significant. Adventist ministers or institutional employees 
have generally gained their positions by virtue of their allegiance to 
the church. They are unlikely to have qualifications that would secure 
them a comparable post outside the denomination, and non-Adventists, 
whatever their qualifications, would be considered unsuitable replace¬ 
ments. In the health professions, the situation has long been the re¬ 
verse. The majority of Adventist physicians do not work for the church, 
and the majority of doctors and nurses employed by the denomination 
in the United States are non-Adventists. Adventist health professionals 
are interchangeable with their secular counterparts in a way that other 
denominational personnel are not. Their role is perceived in a fun¬ 
damentally different way. They are not primarily Adventists but mem- 
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bers of a particular profession. Their religious affiliation takes on sec¬ 
ondary importance. 13 

The health professions thus have a dual function. They are both a 
culmination and a negation of the Adventist experience. Throughout 
the process by which professional status has been attained, the most 
significant distinctions have been between Adventists and non-Adven- 
dsts, church schools and public schools, sacred and secular. Once 
professional status has been reached, these divisions become irrelevant. 
Physicians are presumed to be doing God’s work by virtue of their 
profession, rather than their denominational allegiance. No suspicion 
attaches to Adventist doctors in secular employment, but professors 
employed in non-Adventist colleges are often presumed to hold deviant 
opinions. Doctors and nurses enjoy the freedom to work on the Sab¬ 
bath. Their work is presumed to be, and probably often is, essential to 
save lives. But Adventists are not encouraged to join, and are rarely to 
be found in, other equally essential occupations, to which such liberty 
is not accorded. Only medical professionals are allowed to disregard 
the practices that otherwise regulate and define the Adventist identity. 

There is, then, a sense in which physicians have transcended the 
Adventist experience. Adventism, with its mistrust of American society, 
has traditionally drawn converts from that society, encouraged them to 
send their children to Adventist schools, ad provided opportunities for 
the second generation to work for the church. Throughout this process, 
the rationale for movement (movement out of “the world” and into 
church schools and employment) is that American society is doomed 
and that involvement with it may lead to a share in its damnation. The 
health professions provide a means of reengaging with the world in a 
fashion that is taken to be nonpolluting. The physician is in a position 
to dictate rather than to be dictated to. He can go beyond the Adventist 
injunction to exercise self-control, for he can control the lives of others 
who do not share his religious opinions. Medical practitioners do not 
need to escape the authority of American society, for they can wield 
authority in that society. Because of their professional status, doctors 
may reenter society without compromising their Adventism. 14 

The health professions have thus become the terminus ad quern of 
the Adventist experience, the last stage in a prolonged and often mul- 
tigenerational process in which Adventists change their relationship 
with other Americans. Potential persecutors are transformed into pa¬ 
tients, as isolated farmers become respected physicians. This process is 
characterized by rapid socioeconomic advance. Within Adventism, up¬ 
ward mobility occurs naturally and easily. Self-restraint and hard work 
are religious duties, and education is strongly encouraged. These are 
characteristics Adventism shares with many other minority religious 
groups. Adventism’s unusual capacity to promote upward mobility de- 
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rives from two further factors. First, Adventists as a group appear to 
be particularly mobile, because those who are not leave the church. A 
1981 Institute of Church Ministry survey found strong positive cor¬ 
relations between church growth and the educational and economic 
level of the congregation. 15 This is unsurprising. If the patterns dis¬ 
covered by the midcentury survey have continued, a majority of the 
Adventists whose education terminates at eighth grade are destined to 
exit. These are the people whose limited education is unlikely to fa¬ 
cilitate upward mobility; they are also the people who leave. Among 
those that remain in education, the ones most likely to stay in the 
church are those with college education. 16 Adventism does not auto¬ 
matically produce upward mobility; it retains those most likely to 
achieve it. The second factor is related. Adventism promotes mobility 
not so much within wider society as within Adventism: the unusually 
high numbers of high school and college graduates are the products 
of Adventist institutions; a substantial minority of Adventist profes¬ 
sionals are, or at least were in 1950, employed by the church itself. 
Upward mobility is easier within the church than it is outside. Edu¬ 
cation at Adventist colleges is generally of a high standard relative to 
the low admission requirements. The church’s heavy institutionalization 
creates far more professional posts than would normally be available 
to a similar number of potential employees. Adventism’s alternative 
society is one in which upward social mobility is more readily achieved 
than it is outside. Those who make an exit from the Adventist system 
appear to be the people who either fail to progress within it or who 
cannot progress further. 

This conclusion suggests two explanations for the absence of Adven¬ 
tist professionals in the 1986 ICM study. First, the study may easily 
have underestimated the number of Adventist professionals because of 
their geographical concentration. A large number live in the immediate 
vicinity of Adventist institutions. These so-called ghettoes are often lo¬ 
cated in areas not otherwise characterized by the high socioeconomic 
status of their inhabitants. Adventist colleges are frequently in rural 
locations, and hospitals are often in lower-class urban areas, not in 
professional, suburban neighborhoods. Accordingly, the Adventist 
professional may have been invisible in a study, the basic unit of which 
was not the individual household but the local neighborhood. 

The second explanation—which is complementary rather than alter¬ 
native—is simpler. The total number of Adventist professionals is 
smaller than one would anticipate from church members’ marked up¬ 
ward social mobility, owing to the fact that some professionals and 
many of their children leave the church. Although graduate education 
in architecture and business is now offered at Andrews University and 
the church’s membership also includes an increasing number of law¬ 
yers, for most of the century, the health professions were the only ones 
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open within the Adventist system. Those who wished to pursue other 
professional careers had to move outside to find education and em¬ 
ployment, and in the course of this, many became separated from the 
church. Even some of those who might have worked for the denomi¬ 
nation became estranged. When their status increased, they abandoned 
their religious heritage. As one commentator noted, in the 1960s 
“many . . . second, third, and fourth generation Adventists began leav¬ 
ing the church because their questions and needs were not being ad¬ 
dressed.” 17 Adventism could, and often did, seem irrelevant to those 
whose social and intellectual experience was radically different from 
that of their forefathers. 

The composition of the Seventh-day Adventist church is thus de¬ 
fined by three factors: the nature of its recruits, the process by which 
they enter more deeply into the life of the church, and the identity of 
those who exit. Putting these elements together, it is possible to sketch 
a tentative model of the Adventist experience that takes into account 
both the separation of Adventists from American society and the di¬ 
versity that exists within the movement. The model also provides a 
framework through which it is possible to understand and assess the 
nature of the changes that have taken place within the church. 

Adventism is a process that draws people out of American society 
and embeds them in a subculture subtly at variance with it. It is also 
a process that projects people back into the outside world. Both the 
entrances and the exits to the movement are open. The best way to 
conceive of the process is as a revolving door, with a continuous flow 
of people both entering and leaving. The process can be subdivided 
into three distinct stages, corresponding, perhaps, to individual seg¬ 
ments in a revolving door. In the entrance segment, converts embrace 
the Adventist message and strive to leave the world behind. In the 
second, believers are already established within the church and seek to 
progress within it. In the third, the exit segment, Adventists move to 
reexplore the world. In the first phase, Adventists aspire to realize the 
church’s ideals; in the second they attempt to sustain those ideals; and 
in the third, they seek to transform the ideals. 

Each segment in the revolving door is positioned as shown in Figure 
4 (see page 264). 

In moving through this process, Adventists are first drawn quickly 
away from societal norms into a deviant social and religious position; 
they then maintain a constant level of deviance while experiencing ac¬ 
celerated upward mobility. As Figure 4 makes clear, there is an inverse 
relationship between deviance and socioeconomic status: the rate at 
which the level of deviance changes is inversely proportional to the 
speed at which socioeconomic status is increased. This relationship may 
be seen as one of exchange. On the way into Adventism, socioeconomic 
marginality is exchanged for religious marginality. On the way out of 
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Figure 4 . The Revolving Door 
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Adventism, religious marginality is exchanged for socioeconomic cen¬ 
trality. 

This, it must be emphasized, is a model designed to interpret a wide 
variety of evidence about who Adventists are and what they believe and 
do. As such, it has no claims to prescriptive accuracy. It is also in¬ 
applicable to the many people who are Adventists for only a short pe¬ 
riod of time. Numerous converts and their children leave the church 
while still in the first segment of the revolving door. They exit the way 
they came in, without ever moving through the full range of the Ad¬ 
ventist experience. These people neither enjoy upward social mobility 
nor participate fully, or for long, in the life of the church. But for 
those that remain, Adventism offers a long and varied religious career, 
each phase of which has its own distinctive character. 

At the point of entry, converts, who are usually persons of limited 
education and low status, are inspired by an apocalyptic vision of the 
world. They are eager to separate themselves from a society bound for 
destruction and to ally themselves with a body of believers bound for 
heaven. They are, however, still embedded within American society. 
Their friends, neighbors, and workmates are unlikely to share their 
convictions. Their contact with Adventism is chiefly a religious matter, 
for they do not have an Adventist education, have but limited social 
ties, and are unlikely to be employed by the church. They are enthu¬ 
siastic about their new faith and eager to convert others. But they may 
encounter problems. The very literalism of their beliefs may lead to 
some unorthodoxy on questions of eschatology or the divine nature. 
Although keen to adopt the Adventist lifestyle, they may find it dif- 
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ficult to conquer established habits and follow Adventist health prin¬ 
ciples to the letter. 

For the next generation, or for converts young enough to alter fun¬ 
damentally the direction of their lives, the situation is different. They 
will probably have at least some Adventist education and are likely to 
be attracted by the idea of working for the church. The minister may 
prove a particularly attractive role model. Failing that, “sustainers” may 
opt for other denominational employment. Even if their work is sec¬ 
ular, they are likely to be leading figures in the local congregation, 
perhaps as church elders or Sabbath school teachers. For people in this 
phase of the Adventist experience, there is little need to shun the world, 
for its temptations are distant. They are fully socialized into an Ad¬ 
ventist milieu in which they are bound to the church by economic, 
educational, and social ties. The objectives of those in this segment are 
to maintain the Adventist system and advance within it. They usually 
accept Adventist beliefs and lifestyle without question and are able to 
find new justifications for any doctrines that seem unattractive. 

In the final phase of the Adventist experience, “transformers” have 
a long personal and family history of church involvement. Adventist 
values do not need to be maintained, still less aspired to, for they are 
taken for granted. Socialization into Adventism has been so complete 
that at the start of the third phase, Adventists are quite unlikely to 
know intimately anyone who is not an Adventist. Their parents, rela¬ 
tives, friends, and schoolmates are all likely to be church members. 
Their education will probably have been completely within denomi¬ 
national schools and colleges, but they may hold some qualifications 
that give them professional status outside Adventism as well. This pro¬ 
vides a means of reaching out into a world about which transformers 
are understandably curious. They will make professional contact with 
non-Adventists, perhaps adopt some elements of non-Adventist life¬ 
style, and seek to reconcile Adventist beliefs with the philosophical pre¬ 
suppositions of their profession. As many Adventist professionals are 
medically orientated, this synthesis is usually expressed as holism, which 
perceives Adventism as a superior lifestyle package that maximizes 
physical and psychological health. The concerns of the transformers 
are primarily individual. For them, Adventism is malleable, waiting to 
be shaped to their personal requirements. They have little contact with 
or sympathy for the literalism of the aspirer and perceive the activities 
of the sustainer to be inimical to their self-fulfillment. This quest for 
self-realization may lead transformers outside of the church as a reli¬ 
gious organization, although they may maintain social contacts with its 
members. It is certainly unlikely to provide a framework within which 
a further generation of Adventists can be successfully reared. The dif¬ 
ferences between each phase of the Adventist experience is summarized 
in Table 4. 
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Table 4 . Different Phases in Adventist Experience 
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The differences between the various phases of the Adventist experience 
have been evident for a long time. In 1950 the American sociologist 
James T. Borhek studied an Adventist congregation in California and 
identified three groups—the doctrine oriented, the group oriented, 
and the community oriented—that broadly correspond to the three 
phases in the model above. Borhek investigated a single congregation 
for only a limited period of time and thus failed to emphasize both the 
transformational power of the Adventist experience and the potential 
for losses among the community-oriented group. 18 A social anthropol¬ 
ogist, Gary Schwartz, studied another Adventist congregation just over 
a decade later. He observed the strong drive toward upward mobility 
in Adventism but, perhaps because his sample was limited to a single 
urban, ethnic congregation, he did not perceive the diversity that al¬ 
ready existed within the church. 19 

The model of the revolving door is designed not only to describe the 
diversity within Adventism but also to emphasize the relationship be¬ 
tween continuity and change. As the door turns, those in the exit seg¬ 
ment move out; the sustainers become transformers, the converts be¬ 
come sustainers, and a new generation of converts enters the process. 
While the door continues to revolve and the final products of the pro¬ 
cess make an exit, there is no reason why the internal composition of 
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Adventism should alter. Each stage in the process is equally vital. If 
there is a relatively constant flow through both entrance and exit, the 
door continues to revolve. There is thus no reason to believe that Ad¬ 
ventism is a sect in the course of transformation into a denomination. 
Only in the first phase are Adventists sectarian; the orientation of the 
sustainers is denominational and that of the transformers almost mys¬ 
tical. 20 

The maintenance of this process has depended on three factors. The 
first, discussed in chapter 7, is the maintenance of ideological differ¬ 
ence, which legitimates the separation of Adventism from the main¬ 
stream of society. The second, discussed at length in part two, is the 
creation of strategies and institutions that allow the church to work 
within, but remain distinct from, the American state. The third, dis¬ 
cussed above, is the provision of a variety of roles that permit Adventist 
converts and their descendants to reenter American society at a higher 
level than that from which they came. There is a close relationship 
between the maintenance of deviance, the resistance to incorporation, 
the provision of internal social opportunities, and the flow of people 
through the Adventist system. A diminution of Adventist distinctive¬ 
ness delegitimates the church’s institutions. If converts cannot be per¬ 
suaded to enter those institutions, they are less likely to experience 
upward mobility. If converts do not experience mobility, they are more 
likely to leave the church after a relatively brief involvement. The equi¬ 
librium of the Adventist system is thus delicately balanced. It can be 
disturbed by any changes in the speed of social and religious transfor¬ 
mation within the church. The position of Adventism in society de¬ 
pends on the maintenance of its internal processes. The speed at which 
the revolving door turns may either be slowed or accelerated. In either 
case, the character of the Adventist experience may be modified. 

Adventism is a movement at variance with the mainstream of Amer¬ 
ican society. It recruits from mainline Protestant denominations. Ad¬ 
ventists who exit from the third phase are liable to become unchurched 
or to rejoin the mainline. Between entrance and exit, Adventists pass 
through a range of experiences similar in structure to those of any 
other American undergoing rapid upward social mobility. They ad¬ 
vance in education and obtain qualifications and professional employ¬ 
ment. In the course of this rise, their orientation is comparable to that 
of their secular counterparts. They first aspire to what they do not 
possess, then attempt to uphold what they have achieved, and finally 
shake off the memories of their own rise. What is unusual in Adventism 
is not the process itself but the fact that it takes place almost entirely 
within an alternative society at odds with American culture. 

Because this transformation occurs largely within the Adventist sys¬ 
tem, it is outside the view of the American observer. This fact explains 
the peculiarly unbalanced perceptions of Adventism recorded in chap- 
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ter i. Adventists have been perceived either as apocalyptic fanatics or 
as philanthropic physicians. These images, it will now be apparent, cor¬ 
respond to the first and third phases of the Adventist experience. Ad¬ 
ventists fall within the public gaze as they leave American society to 
enter the church, inspired by visions of impending catastrophe. They 
reemerge as public-spirited professionals prepared to guide the nation 
toward better health. The public perceives only entrances and exits. It 
sees William Miller going in and John Harvey Kellogg coming out. 
Hidden from view is the internal process—the second phase of Ad¬ 
ventism characterized by Ellen White. It is that process that takes men 
and women out of American time, places them within heavenly time, 
and accelerates their progress in human society. For those who undergo 
this experience, Adventism is the place where one social identity is ex¬ 
changed for another. During that exchange, Adventists have a religious 
identity but little social identity, for they have moved outside American 
society. 

In chapter 13 it was argued that Adventism had defined itself as a 
negation of the American dream of unlimited material and spiritual 
progress. The millennium would not take place on American soil, for 
the nation was in league with the devil, and its achievements were 
doomed to destruction. The way to salvation and the experience of a 
heavenly millennium was to seek a sanctuary among the band of Sab¬ 
bath keepers who were moving toward perfection. From the first, Ad¬ 
ventism presented itself as a more effective means of realizing the spir¬ 
itual objectives for which the rest of society was striving. Interestingly 
enough, Adventism has also proved to be an effective means of gaining 
the material and social benefits for which most Americans yearn. But 
the accelerated upward mobility that Adventists achieve depends on 
their deviation from the mainstream. It is precisely because Adventism 
has developed an alternative network of schools and institutions that 
it is possible to rise so rapidly within it. Adventism’s deviant ideology 
has provided a justification for the replication of state institutions. 
This, in turn, has provided a way to realize more rapidly the goal of 
material prosperity. Through negating the American dream, Adven¬ 
tism has made it into a reality. 
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